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AN ECOLINGUISTIC APPROACH TO
KUMZARI: ECOCULTURAL
ASSEMBLAGES OF LANGUAGE
AND LANDSCAPE IN KUMZAR®

Emily Jane O’Dell

1.0. Introduction

Due to the symbiotic relationship between the indigenous lan-
guage of Kumzar and the marine ecology of Kumzar’s natural en-
vironment, Kumzari language, identity, and culture are deeply
ecocentric in nature. The diversity of environmental terminology
in Kumzari reflects the biodiversity of the Musandam Peninsula
and the Strait of Hormuz, along with the cultural adaptation of
Kumzari speakers to the region’s ecosystems. Daily life in the fish-
ing village of Kumzar is intimately connected to the sea, as illus-
trated through the numerous Kumzari words and phrases related
to fishing, ethnozoological knowledge, tides, and coastal watch-
ing. The marine ecosystem and aqua-culture of Kumzar are em-

bedded in the Kumzari language and the sea-related stories of

" Special thanks to Ahlam Al-Kumzari for her helpful insights into
Kumzari language and culture and to Cathy Birdsong Dutchak and
Jacques Van Dinteren for permission to reproduce their photographs of
Kumzar.
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28 O’Dell

several Kumzari oral traditions. The endangerment of Kumzari
threatens not just the language’s longevity, but also the tradi-
tional bio-ecological awareness and ecological labour knowledge
related to sardine fishing, goat husbandry, and palm harvesting
contained and expressed within it. Centring the ecological dimen-
sions and assemblages of Kumzari identity, language, and labour
is essential for considering how a sustainable future for the peo-
ple of Kumzar and the endangered Kumzari language itself might
be imagined and cultivated.

Kumzari is spoken primarily in the fishing village of
Kumzar, located on the tip of the Musandam Peninsula on the
Strait of Hormuz in the far north of the Sultanate of Oman. It is
also spoken in nearby cities in Oman, like Dibba (Daba) and
Khasab (Xasab), a few coastal cities of the United Arab Emirates,
and Larak Island (Rarik) in the Islamic Republic of Iran. Speakers
of the language on Larak Island call their language variety Rariki.
Thus, there are two main groups of Kumzari speakers on both
sides of the Strait of Hormuz—the Kumzari inhabiting the Mu-
sandam Peninsula and the Laraki, who reside primarily on Larak
Island in Iran. This chapter focuses on the larger group of speak-
ers, the Kumzari of Musandam, who until relatively recently lived
a very traditional lifestyle, as Kumzar did not get electricity
(kahraba) until 1980.

Situated in an isolated cove between the mountains and the
sea, villagers in Kumzar have traditionally been almost com-
pletely dependent on nature, which explains Kumzari’s unique
ecological lexicon. For instance, several Kumzari words related

to the landscape of Kumzar have no equivalent word in English.
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These landscape-specific terms capture the unique features of the
aqua-ecosystem of Kumzar and exhibit the attentional field and
directional orientation of Kumzari in relation to the sea. For in-
stance, the word pist means ‘shallows far from land’. Likewise,
the Kumzari verb baraha ‘appear under water’ has no English
equivalent, and its existence is clearly connected to the aqua-ori-
ented lifestyle of Kumzar. Terms like barh ‘appearance under wa-
ter’ and ma’daf ‘seamount’ illustrate the orientation and aware-
ness of Kumzari speakers towards what is beneath the surface of
the water, as the underwater landscape and the species who in-
habit it are essential components of the daily labour and liveli-
hood of Kumzari fishermen.

Kumzari is an endangered language due to its small popu-
lation of speakers, unwritten status, and ubiquitous use of Arabic
in the education system and other sectors of daily life in Kumzar.
Over the past several years, a growing number of Kumzari fami-
lies have begun speaking Arabic instead of Kumzari to their chil-
dren in the home, due to the “internationalization of outsiders’
negative attitudes toward the Kumzari language” (Anonby 2011,
39). Thus, “[t]hrough the official educational apparatus, mainly,
with its vast social and symbolic impact,” the official language of
Arabic “enjoys dissemination at the optimal age of language ac-
quisition in the case of children” alongside a “discourse that den-
igrates and stigmatizes” Kumzari, which is presented as a lan-
guage “without any fixed and written standard but purely as oral,
dialectal and secondary”—and thus vulnerable to disuse (Bas-
tardas-Boada 2017, 8). As a result of these factors, UNESCO has

classified Kumzari as severely endangered. Today, Kumzari is
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spoken by only around four-thousand speakers, around 1,500 of
them residing primarily in Kumzar, with summer migration to
nearby Khasab.

With only a few thousand speakers of Kumzari, the lan-
guage is teetering on the brink of extinction, though there are
increasing efforts among academics and speakers to preserve the
language. Languages in general around the world are currently
in crisis, as “intergenerational transmission of half the world’s
languages is collapsing” (Roche 2022). This “Gramscian crisis of
linguistic justice” (Roche 2022) and language oppression world-
wide, ignited by the forces of nationalism, colonialism, racism,
and capitalism, has prompted linguists to start considering “pos-
itive interventions in the global system towards a future of
greater linguistic justice” (Roche 2022). Within academia,
Kumzari had been almost completely ignored in scholarship until
recently (Anonby 2008; 2010; 2011; Al-Jahdhami 2013; al
Kumzari 2009; van der Wal Anonby 2015). As a result, a written
Kumzari alphabet (Anonby 2010), grammar (van der Wal
Anonby 2015), and dictionary (Anonby and van der Wal Anonby
2011) have been produced.' Thus, Kumzari has not yet fully un-
dergone a standardisation process.

Kumzari has thrived for centuries as an orally transmitted

language, but the powerful forces of modernisation, globalisa-

! This chapter uses the Kumzari writing system as developed by Anonby
(2010) and vocabulary from van der Wal Anonby’s grammar (2015) and
dictionary (Anonby and van der Wal Anonby, 2011), in addition to find-
ings from the author’s own field-research in Kumzar (2017) and from
Kumzari informants from Kumzar.
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tion, and nationalism have brought new threats to its survival
through the hegemony of Arabic and changes to the coastal en-
vironment and species inhabiting it. Modernisation processes
have “wrought important ecosystemic changes that frequently
have an impact at the level of language” (Bastardas-Boada 2017,
7). Kumzari’s status as an ‘unwritten’ language does not neces-
sarily doom it to extinction (as it has thrived until the present
day in oral form only), but the rapid pace of modernisation poses
a distinct new threat.

As local languages continue to be replaced by hegemonic
languages, like English, under the powerful and accelerating
forces of globalisation, it is not just language that is being lost,
but also the sustainable local cultures and traditional ecological
knowledge embedded in endangered languages. In Abram’s
(1996) book, The Spell of the Sensuous: Perception and Language in
a More-than-Human World, he argues that nature, or the environ-
ment at-large ‘the more than human world’, shapes language in
oral cultures, thereby empowering its speakers to become more
attuned to their environment and live sustainably within it. Ac-
cordingly, living in ‘literate’ cultures divorces people from nature
and related ecological awareness. Due to the dependence of
Kumzari villagers on their environment for survival, the hegem-
ony of Arabic and English threaten not just the language of
Kumzari, but also the indigenous environmental knowledge em-
bedded within it and the community’s collective awareness of lo-
cal nature.

Kumzari identity itself is an ecosystem of affiliations that

are linguistic, cultural, tribal, and sectarian in nature. The
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Kumzari of Musandam are divided into three clans (jeluman): the
Agl, Gusban, and Botin. While Kumzari in Musandam identify
ethnically with their language community, they also view them-
selves as a sub-group of the éihuh (Thomas 1929, 75), the domi-
nant Arab population of the Musandam Peninsula (al-Kumzari
2006), and they consider themselves members of the Satair (§tér)
confederation. The Kumzari of Musandam and Laraki are Sunni
Muslims, which distinguishes them from the dominant sects of
Islam in their countries, as Oman is predominantly Ibadi and Iran
Shi’a.

2.0. Khoren as Refuge and Weapon: Ecosystems of

Maritime Violence, Imperialism, and Slavery

Today, the isolated village of Kumzar can be reached by only
sailing from Khasab on a dhow (lanj) for around two hours, or by
taking a one-hour motorboat ride. Located on the tip of the pen-
insula (xartum) of Musandam, Kumzar is in geographic proximity
to Jegurtdo (Goat Island), Qusm (Qeshm Island), Rarik (Larak Is-
land), Gumré (Bandar Abbas), Qdoro (Qadr), Qeéde (Qada), Pxa
(Bukha), and Msandam (Musandam Island). While the town is of-
ten described today as ‘isolated’ in western discourse, in the past
Kumzar served as a important geographic location between the
trading centres of Zanzibar, Muscat, Basra, Persia, and India, be-
cause of the ubiquity of sea travel in the days before road and air
travel. In fact, Kumzar played an essential role in providing fresh
water for passing ships, as did Khark Island in the northern Per-

sian Gulf.
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Kumzar’s geographic location in the Strait of Hormuz has
been entangled in ecosystems of maritime violence, slavery, and
imperialism over the past few centuries. There is a long and com-
plex history of ‘pirates’ in Musandam along the ‘Pirate Coast’,
stretching from modern-day Oman to the Qatar Peninsula. Ed-
ward Balfour (1885, 225) mentions in his writing that the Persian
Gulf coast from “Kasab [Oman] to the island of Bahrain” bore
“the designation of the Pirate Coast”—a designation employed
from the seventeenth to the nineteenth century. The coastal land-
scape of Musandam has long been a contested space of sover-
eignty, commercialism, and imperialism.

The Musandam Peninsula’s most recognisable natural fea-
ture is its ‘fjords’, which are used today in advertising campaigns
to market the region for tourist consumption. In Kumzari, the
word for the peninsula’s cliffs jutting from the water is khor (PL
khoren). In the past, the khoren of the Musandam Peninsula
served as convenient spaces of refuge for those conducting raids
on passing vessels. The inhabitants of the ‘Pirate Coast’ had the
advantage of being familiar with the geomorphological features
of the khoren, along with the region’s wind patterns, currents,
and coves, in conducting raids against large British vessels, which
were not as familiar with the topography and inlets of the region.
British and Indian merchant ships were plundered for goods,
while Arab merchant ships and hajj vessels were attacked for
merchandise and slaves.

Long before the British sought to dominate trade in the Per-
sian Gulf, maritime violence was used by coastal sheikhs and

communities to further local expansionist political projects and
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assert sea power over trade routes and coastal waters. In the
wake of the expulsion of the Portuguese from Oman, Omani na-
val fleets began to dominate trade in the Persian Gulf in the eight-
eenth century. As Balfour (1885, 224) explains: “In recent times,
the Muscat Arabs, during the period of their ascendency, from
1694 to 1736, were highly predatory; but it was not until 1787
that the Bombay records made mention of the systematic contin-
uance of piracy.” Muscat eventually became the prime portal
through which naval traffic flowed into the Persian Gulf. By the
end of the eighteenth century, it is “estimated that about five
eighths, ad valorem, of the whole trade for the Persian Gulf
passed through Muscat” (Fukuda 1992). According to Biddulph
(1907, 73), “[t]here were no more determined pirates than the
Arabs of Muscat”. Thus, ‘piracy’ in the Persian Gulf was enacted
by not only local inhabitants of the ‘Pirate Coast’, but Muscat
Arabs, too.

Despite the ubiquity of maritime violence in the Persian
Gulf and the Gulf of Oman, there were geographical, physical,
and cultural distinctions drawn between those enacting such vi-
olence from the ‘Pirate Coast’ and those from other locales like
Muscat. As Balfour (1885, 225) notes:

The inhabitants of the Pirate Coast consider themselves to

be far superior to either the Bedouin or town Arab. The

latter, especially those from Oman, they hold in such con-

tempt, that a Muscatti and an arrant coward are by them

held to be nearly synonymous. They are taller, fairer, and

in general more muscular than either of the above classes,

until they attain the age of 30 or 40 years, when they ac-
quire a similar patriarchal appearance.
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These Arab ‘pirates’ and coastal imaginaries found their way into
British literature as well. For instance, the book Captain Antifer
by Jules Verne (1895, 122) mentions “pirates, who are rather
plentiful in the Straits of Ormuz.” Even the characteristic eye-
patch of a ‘pirate’ was inspired by the Qasimi ‘pirate’ Rahmah bin
Jabir al-Jalhami (Aboelezz 2022). In nineteenth-century British-
centric narratives, both bureaucratic and literary, Muslim Arab
‘pirates’ of the ‘Pirate Coast’ were inherently violent and wicked,
and thus British guidance, laws, and dictates were branded as
necessary to ‘keep the peace’, enforce morality, and secure the
trading routes for vessels of the East India Company, which held
a monopoly over trade in the Indian Ocean.

The British branded ‘pirates’ from the Al Qasimi tribal con-
federation, based on the western coast of the Musandam Penin-
sula, as the main perpetrators of maritime violence in the Persian
Gulf. The designation of the Qawasim as ‘pirates’ followed the
refusal of the British to pay tolls that the Qawasim imposed on
all trade in the Strait of Hormuz (Allday 2014). Thus, in the late
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, British officials at-
tached to the Bombay Government (and its naval arm, the Bom-
bay Marine) who oversaw imperial interests in the Persian Gulf
referred to the Qawasim (SG Qasim) as “Joasmee” pirates (Davies
1997). Accordingly, British authorities, newspapers, and writers
framed the Qawasim as inherently violent, menacing, dishonest,
and immoral. For example, in Sketches of Persia, From the Journals
of a Traveller in the East (1828), John Malcolm, a British customs
official who served in the Persian Gulf from the eighteenth cen-

tury to the nineteenth century, recounts an Arab servant of his
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saying about the Qawasim: “their occupation is piracy, and their
delight murder; and to make it worse, they give you the most
pious reasons for every villainy they commit” (Malcolm 1828,
27). The landscape of their main port-city of Ras al Khaimah,
with its shallow inlet where pirates harboured their fleets, em-
powered the Qawasim to launch swift and successful attacks on
British vessels of the East India Company, which, in turn, further
fuelled the British demonisation of the Qawasim and inhabitants
of the ‘Pirate Coast’ in general.

The British authorities framed maritime violence along the
‘Pirate Coast’ as an immoral act resulting from an inherent char-
acter flaw in the Arab coastal inhabitants and their rulers. The
fierce moral condemnation by the British of the Qawasim ‘pi-
rates’ aimed to legitimise British imperialism, delegitimise rulers
on the ‘Pirate Coast’, and condemn Qawasim-organised attacks
on the vessels of the East India Company. It also empowered the
British to undermine the political sovereignty of the Qawasim
(Suzuki 2018) and herald themselves as the ‘civilised’ and ‘moral’
protector of these prime trade routes. The British designated
themselves the guarantors of security in the Persian Gulf, and, as
they had done in India, established a protection racket to insulate
the region and expand their influence.

Until relatively recently, western scholarship has recycled
the British designation of ‘pirate’ to describe the maritime vio-
lence along the ‘Pirate Coast’. Over the years, however, scholars
and even the ruler of Sharjah, Dr Sheikh Sultan bin Muhammed
al Qasimi (Al-Qasimi 2017), have challenged this imperial desig-
nation and narrative. In his book, The Myth of Arab Piracy in the
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Gulf, al-Qasimi argues that the British strategically and unfairly
labelled the Al Qawasim tribe ‘pirates’ to eliminate Arab trade
with India, enable the East India Company to dominate the wa-
terways without interference or competition, and justify violent
attacks against the coastal inhabitants at a time when the British
Empire was claiming extra-national sovereignty over interna-
tional waters and trade. Recently, more scholars have critiqued
British-centric narratives to consider whether these ‘pirates’ were
instead collectively challenging British imperialism and Euro-
pean commercial interests, exercising autonomy and authority in
their own independent lives (Hightower fc.), or, as James Onley
(2009) has suggested, merely following the orders of their rulers.
Whatever their intentions, so-called ‘pirates’ around Musandam
were not just a local threat to British merchant shipping and
trade, but a global threat to the imperial, capitalist economic
world order emerging at the time.

To control Persian Gulf trade, the British militarised the
coveted waterway. As Edward Balfour (1885, 224) explains: “The
British continue to guard against piracy in the Persian Gulf up to
the present day, and armed ships of the Indian and British navies,
all through the close of the 18th and in all the 19th century, have
been employed there in protecting commerce.” British infiltra-
tion and militarisation of the Persian Gulf was directed more
from British India than London (Crouzet 2019), as the British
sought to establish a buffer zone in the Persian Gulf around India
to protect their trade routes and guard against French penetra-

tion.
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Musandam’s landscape, with its shallow inlets and rocky
shoreline, aided the coastal inhabitants in their resistance to Brit-
ish imperial penetration of their commercial waterways and
trade routes. Nature was, in effect, their best weapon. Until the
British survey of the Persian Gulf began in 1820 off Ras Mu-
sandam in Oman, the khoren and inlets of the Musandam Penin-
sula had not been effectively mapped by Europeans, which gave
the coastal inhabitants an advantage in using the local landscape
and seascapes to their own advantage for hiding and launching
raids. Europe’s navigational knowledge of the Persian Gulf at the
time, including of the Musandam Peninsula and Strait of Hormuz,
was very limited, as European maps showed only one basic route?
with a single line of soundings and no additional details about
the coastal topography (Peszko 2014). The coastal topographical
information captured in the survey of the 1820s, conducted by
Bombay Marine officers, bolstered British political, economic,
and commercial interference in the region, as it supplied them
with more knowledge on the shorelines, especially uncharted
shoals, harbours, and wind and current patterns, in addition to
the tribal, cultural, and religious identifications and expressions
of the coastal inhabitants on both sides of the Persian Gulf. Fou-
cault once asked of geographers: “What are the relations between
knowledge (savoir), war and power? What does it mean to call
spatial knowledge a science? What do geographers understand
by power?” (Crampton 2007, 33). The British employed the

2 See ‘Nautical Chart of the Persian Gulf [2r] (1/2)’, British Library:
Map Collections, IOR/X/414/220, in Qatar Digital Library,
https://www.qdl.qa/archive/81055/vdc_100023733662.0x000004.
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discipline of geography and the practice of cartography in the
service of empire and acquisition of sea power in the Persian
Gulf, robbing the coastal inhabitants of their advantage in using
the landscape to hide and mount attacks.

Though maritime violence was also waged by European im-
perial powers in the Persian Gulf and Indian Ocean, this violence
was not considered by the British to be ‘piracy’. In the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries, the Portuguese waged “piratical”
raids for goods and slaves in the Persian Gulf (Pearson 1981, 32).
Later, eighteenth-century British privateering (Starkey 1990;
1994) and the economic nationalism of mercantilism in the At-
lantic ‘New World’ gave rise and shape to European piracy in the
Indian Ocean (McDonald 2022) and Persian Gulf. After all, the
British Empire had been enriched by privateering ventures in the
Caribbean. From British custom officials collecting tolls in the
‘New World’ to East India Company vessel operators attacking
communities on the ‘Pirate Coast’ in raids and the Anglo-Qasimi
wars, British enterprises engaged in the same ‘piratical’ actions
for which they vilified inhabitants of the ‘Pirate Coast’. The in-
terconnectedness of the Indo-Atlantic world through the prism of
‘piracy’ is only now beginning to be explored in scholarship on
European imperialism.

Pearling ships along the ‘Pirate Coast’ also participated in
maritime violence in the Persian Gulf. Balfour (1885, 225) ex-
plains:

The Beniya tribe inhabit the most northerly district of

Oman, called Sir (Seer). The tribe has three branches—

Beniya, Manasir, and Owaimir.... [T]The coast dwellers fish
in small boats, and dive for pearls. Their pearl fishery is
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accounted to produce 10,000 tomans yearly. They seize

the small boats that approach their coasts.

Balfour was referring to the Bani Yas tribal confederation of Abu
Dhabi in Trucial Oman, composed mostly of the Rumaithat,
Rawashid and Al bu Falasah sections. The reference to Sir (,..»)
is to Bani Yas Island in today’s UAE (_sb s = 825>). As Edward
C. Ross (political resident at the time) r;oted, pearl diving was
“carried on almost entirely by domestic slaves” (Hopper 2015,
143)—a history that has been almost completely neglected in
scholarship (Willis 2016). Because enslaved “Africans were es-
sential to the massive Gulf pearling industry” (Hopper 2015, 80),
including in Trucial Oman, maritime violence around the Mu-
sandam Peninsula included slavery (O’Dell 2020), which was not
abolished in Oman until 1970.

Though Kumzari villagers did not have pearling boats in
Kumzar, some did participate in the industry. Lorimer (1908,
1040) explains: “The Kumzaris have no pearl-boats of their own,
but a few of them go to the banks® on Sharjah and Dibai vessels,”
and during the seasonal migration to “Khasab and Dibah
[Dibba],” the women would “go to the date harvest there or else-
where, the men to the date harvest or pearl fishery, and the 3 or
4 individuals who remain take charge of the flocks of the absen-

tees.” It is likely that on the pearling vessels from Sharjah and

® For a map of the pearl banks around Kumzar, Musandam, and
elsewhere in the Persian Gulf, see Shaykh Mani> ibn al-Shaykh
Rashid Al-Maktum, ‘A Map of Pearl Banks in Persian Gulf [13r]
(1/2), British Library: India Office Records and Private
Papers, IOR/R/15/1/616, f 13, in Qatar Digital Library.
https://www.qdl.qa/archive/81055/vdc_100023403859.0x000019.
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Dubai, as well as in Khasab, Kumzari villagers would have en-
countered enslaved African pearl divers.

Enslaved pearl divers on the Pirate Coast knew how to
stealthily navigate through Musandam’s waterscapes and some
even stealthily climbed onto British ships in hopes of being freed.
After a pearl diver named Joah, who had been enslaved in Dubai,
climbed aboard the British cruiser May Frere in 1873, Major
Grant, the resident ranking officer onboard, granted him asylum.
This triggered a diplomatic maelstrom back in the United King-
dom, where authorities argued that such actions would bankrupt
Arab slave owners, sow distrust, and damage British interests in
the Persian Gulf. In the words of Edward C. Ross, if asylum were
to be granted to fugitive slaves from the pearling industry: “We
should no longer be looked on as the friendly protectors of the
maritime Arabs” (Hopper 2015, 143). Further, a commander
would be incentivised to steal pearling boats “on account of the
head money he would be entitled to for them” (Hopper 2015,
143). As a result, the Admiralty Office issued ‘Circular No. 33’
(31 July 1875) to order all those aboard Her Majesty’s ships and
vessels to deny refuge to fugitive slaves. The British government’s
resistance to abolition in the Persian Gulf in the interest of pre-
serving British economic interests demonstrates that ‘abolition’
was merely a tool for imperial ends when it suited the crown, not
a moral imperative or unwavering policy commitment.

The nineteenth-century landscape of Musandam and the
Persian Gulf was captured through warfare and lawfare waged
by the British to assert British supremacy over the waterway. Af-

ter fifty Qawasim ships raided the coast of Sindh in a series of
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attacks in 1808, the British Royal Navy ransacked the ‘Pirate
Coast’ in 1809-1810, laying waste to the Qawasim capital of Ras
Al Khaimah, other coastal and island communities (including
Qeshm Island, which reverted to the Imam of Muscat), and hun-
dreds of ships. A second, even larger campaign waged by the Brit-
ish (led by Major-General Sir William Grant Keir, with a com-
bined force of the East India Company’s Bombay Marine [Indian
Navy], British Royal Navy, and Omani Navy under Sayyed Sa‘id,
the Sultan of Muscat) against the Qawasim’s ports in 1819 forced
sheikhs ruling the major ports of the Arabian Peninsula in the
Persian Gulf to sign the General Maritime Treaty of 1820 (Sato
2016; Balfour-Paul 1994; Dubuisson 1978). This treaty claimed
to establish “a lasting peace between the British Government and
the Arab tribes,” and forced the region’s sheikhs to agree to a

)

“cessation of plunder and piracy,” as well as to stop carrying
slaves on their vessels.

The Arabic version of this treaty indicates that ‘pirate’ and
‘piracy’ were not part of the lexicon or conceptual framework of
tribal leaders and inhabitants of the Persian Gulf (Woodbridge et
al. 2021). In the 1820 treaty, the word ‘piracy’ is translated gharat
‘raids’. Though “modern Arabic dictionaries list the terms qursan
‘pirate’ and garsanah ‘piracy’ under the trilateral root Q-R-S, giv-
ing the impression that this is a true Arabic word derived from
this root (which generally means ‘to pinch/sting’),” the term is
“actually a relatively recent addition to the Arabic language, and
is a cognate of the English term ‘corsair’ from the Latin cursarius”
(Aboelezz 2022). The foreign origin of qursan and qarsanah,
words which entered the Arabic language through North Africa
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(Aboelezz 2022), illustrate that the concept of ‘piracy’ was im-
ported and imposed on the coastal inhabitants of the Persian
Gulf, who were forced into maritime treaties employing this for-
eign word.* Further, according to a Kumzari informant, there is
still no word in Kumzari today for ‘pirate’ or ‘piracy’, and thus
nineteenth-century Arabic- and Kumzari-speaking inhabitants of
the Persian Gulf would have likely been unfamiliar with this for-
eign term and framing.

In 1853, the United Kingdom pressured the sheikhs of the
littoral sheikhdoms to sign a new treaty to agree to a “Perpetual
Maritime Truce,” to designate the ‘Pirate Coast’ as the “Trucial
Coast,” and to establish the Trucial States (modern-day United
Arab Emirates). These treaties and truces served to protect British
trade into and out of the Persian Gulf, assert British political su-
premacy and dominance in the region, reduce the threat of
France extending its reach any further in Oman and India, and
upend the entire political structure of the ‘Pirate Coast’ by replac-
ing the local protector-protegé network that had been “lubricated
by tribute and inter-marriage among the local rulers” (Suzuki
2018, 70) with the British-made Trucial System. This Anglo-In-
dian imperial expansion extended the reach of the western flank,
or ‘frontier’, around the same time that the British were trying to

secure Burma in the east.®

* See London, British Library, ‘File 2902/1916: Treaties and Engage-
ments between the British Government and the Chiefs of the Arabian
Coast of the Persian Gulf.” IOR/L/PS/10/606. Qatar Digital Library.

® The First Anglo-Burmese War began in 1824.
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Foreign, and specifically ‘western’, interventions to ‘pro-
tect’ this waterway have a long, complicated, and suspect history.
We might consider whether recent calls by western scholars and
environmentalists to ‘preserve’ the languages, marine and terres-
trial wildlife, and environment of the Arabian Peninsula are
merely a modern incarnation of past attempts to ‘protect’ this re-
gion in the service of capitalism, knowledge production, western
‘values’, development, and imperialism. We might consider: what
makes the cultures, languages, and landscapes in this volume in
particular need of ‘protecting’ and ‘preserving’—and could it be
related to their geographical importance in a waterway which
happens to be the most important strategic centre for oil expor-
tation today?

The legacy of so-called ‘piracy’ in the Persian Gulf contin-
ues today in the fishing boats and motorboats that smuggle goods
across the Strait of Hormuz (goats from Iran are traded for elec-
tronics in Oman) to evade sanctions. Perhaps these acts of smug-
gling, like past acts of ‘piracy’, should instead be considered
forms of resistance to western imperialism, nationalism, and cap-
italism. Because this waterway is harder to surveil and police
than roadways, it lends itself to fostering ‘illegal’ trade.

Today, Kumzar remains inaccessible by road; it is reachable
only by boat. To reach Kumzar by boat, one must pass by Tele-
graph Island, where the notorious nineteenth-century British tel-
egraph station once stood. The station’s submarine copper tele-
graph cables served as the British Empire’s vital connection be-
tween Great Britain, Iraq, and India. Its foundations remain, as

do the station’s stone stairs leading down to the water. The island
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is now a stopping point for tourist dhow cruises, the imperial eco-
system of the past replaced by today’s ecosystem of global capital
and unsustainable tourism.

Telegraph Island (which had been known as Jazirat al-
Magqlab before the telegraph station was constructed in 1865) was
chosen by the British to host the telegraph cables, because it was
thought to be safer than the mainland, where it was vulnerable
to attack by local tribes. This bare islet, which is tucked inside
one of the khoren, gave rise to the English phrase “going round
the bend,” as officials stationed on Telegraph Island apparently
experienced very serious mental and emotional distress from the
isolated location, extreme heat, and stark landscape, particularly
the khoren, which obscure the horizon line and full view of the
Strait of Hormuz. In 1867, Lieutenant Colonel Patrick Stewart,
director-general of the Indo-European Telegraph, wrote that the
heat as well as “the high encircling rocks and limited view to
seaward must have a depressing effect upon Europeans, espe-
cially during the hot season” (Teller 2014). After only three
years, the station was closed down, and the cable re-routed
through the Iranian island of Hengham. In this case, Musandam’s
unique coastal landscape resisted British imperial designs and
power, as it produced destructive effects on the minds and bodies
of the British soldiers who attempted to occupy it.

Today, on nearby Goat Island, the Omani military operates
the Musandam Naval Base (with the help of the United States and
Great Britain), which operates as a listening post for surveillance
on Iran (Middleton 1986). One of the four Omani air bases that

the United States has invested large sums of money in is the
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Khasab airfield. In fact, over the past few decades, the whole Mu-
sandam Peninsula has been undergoing a process of “develop-
ment” as part of a “U.S.-led operation” carried out by Tetra Tech
International, a “company that deals with water and energy re-
sources as well as underwater weapons development” and whose
president, James H. Critchfield, “served the CIA as Middle East
desk officer and a national intelligence officer for energy until
1974” (Dickey 1986). This same company has overseen Mu-
sandam’s “agriculture and fisheries, power, water, the post office
and telecommunications, information, land affairs, municipali-
ties, youth affairs and public works” (Dickey 1986), as well as a
computerised census of the region. The presence of British and
American military operations on the Musandam Peninsula today
raises questions about the sovereignty of the Sultanate of Oman
and the Persian Gulf.

In addition to its imperial pasts and presents, the Mu-
sandam Peninsula is also entangled in tribal and national ten-
sions, as it is separated from the rest of the Sultanate of Oman by
the United Arab Emirates, which has indicated interest in terri-
torially claiming it, most recently through the issuance of maps
that provocatively claim it as UAE territory (Sheline 2020). The
UAE and Musandam have long and close historical ties. The
Omani government has tried to appease the local population
(some of whose tribes favour being incorporated into the UAE)
with investment projects and development promises, yet discon-
tent remains and poses an ongoing threat to Omani sovereignty,
territorial integrity, and national cohesion. Kumzari villagers be-

gan residing in the UAE in the 1960s for work-related reasons,
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and the UAE has issued many of them passports. The ‘Khasab
Coastal Road’ (Karnas) is connected to the United Arab Emirates
via the E11 Highway on the UAE side, which facilitates close con-
nections between this Omani territory and the UAE, particularly

Ras al-Khaimah which many Kumzaris frequent.

3.0. Ecolinguistic Approaches to the Anthropocene,

Climate Change, and Coastologies in Kumzari

Today, the impressive biodiversity of Kumzar, along with its tra-
ditional language, culture, and economy, is threatened by com-
mercial fishing, neoliberal capitalism, and consumerism. The se-
vere droughts of the past six decades have posed serious environ-
mental and economic challenges as well. Ecolinguistics, which
explores the role of language in the life-sustaining interactions of
humans with the environment and other species, is well-designed
to understand the marine ecosystem of Kumzar and indigenous
understandings of it. As a trans-discipline (Bang and Trampe
2014; Fill 2001; Finke 2018; Halliday 1990; Stibbe 2021b), eco-
linguistics brings together the seemingly disparate disciplines of
ecology and linguistics (Alexander and Stibbe 2014; Zhou 2017)
and also draws upon regional studies, cultural anthropology, ge-
ography studies, environmental studies, and sustainability stud-
ies. In addition to being members of societies, embodiments of
culture, and speakers of languages, human beings are also em-
bedded components and functions of the larger ecosystems that
life depends upon.

The discipline of ecolinguistics provides a foregrounding

for approaching the linguistic ecology of Kumzari by taking into
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consideration Musandam’s remarkable biodiversity and unique
coastal environment.® Though linguists have pondered the eco-
logical contexts and consequences of language since Einar
Haugen’s 1972 book The Ecology of Language, especially within
the context of the ubiquitous destruction of ecosystems around
the globe and the dawn of the Anthropocene, such attention has
not yet been thoroughly given to Kumzari and the aqua-coasto-
graphies of Kumzar, an understudied ecosystem which stands to
benefit from not just an ecolinguistical approach, but more spe-
cifically a coastological approach that centres the primacy of the
coast and coastal sustainability practices in the language and
lives of Kumzari speakers.

Ecolinguistics employs critical discourse analysis about
ecological systems (Stibbe 2014) to uncover and highlight the
manifestation and organisation of cognitive and linguistic pro-
cesses in organism-environment relations (Bang and Trampe
2014, 89). Ecolinguistics “explores the role of language in the
life-sustaining interactions of humans, other species and the
physical environment” and can be used to “address key ecologi-
cal issues, from climate change and biodiversity loss to environ-

mental justice” (https://www.ecolinguistics-association.org/). As

ecolinguistics emphasises the interrelationships between living
beings and their environments, it is a prime prism through which
to view how the delicate ecosystems of Kumzar are reproduced
in the Kumzari language, and how the indigenous people of

Kumzar have successfully navigated in and through this coastal

® For more on ecological approaches in linguistics, see Cuoto (2014,
2018); Eliasson (2015).
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and mountainous landscape by way of their knowledge of local
land and sea ecosystems as encoded in Kumzari.

As the world becomes ever more aware of the threats of
climate change, the link between the decline in global biological
diversity and the decrease in the world’s linguistic diversity be-
comes more obvious and difficult to ignore. In addition, the de-
structive and irresponsible environmental impacts of ‘growth-
ism’, the idea that economic growth and development are inher-
ently ‘good’, have become more apparent and seemingly irre-
versible. Today, the village of Kumzar is comprised of two
mosques, a school for teaching the Qur’an (in which boys and
girls study at different times), several small grocery stores, two
restaurants, a laundromat, a mobile café, two barbershops, and a
tailor for women’s clothes. Two-storey houses (designed with en-
tertainment and comfort in mind) have recently been built, as
has a supermarket close to the beach.

While many villagers in Kumzar are interested in develop-
ing the village for tourism and modern conveniences, there is a
lack of available areas for construction due to a lack of space in
the village, as the mountains are so close to the shore. Develop-
ment and modernisation have already greatly impacted Kumzar’s
marine and home environments: commercial fishing has de-
creased Kumzar’s fish stocks, and television and the internet have
enabled Arabic to reduce the influence of Kumzari in the home,
resulting in broken chains of language transmission between gen-
erations.

Taking an ecolinguistic research approach to Kumzari is es-

sential for discerning, appreciating, and protecting the symbiotic
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linkages between the biodiversity of Kumzar and Kumzari lin-
guistic and ecocultural identities. As the United Nations Environ-
ment Program notes: “Biodiversity also incorporates human cul-
tural diversity, which can be affected by the same drivers as bio-
diversity, and which has impacts on the diversity of genes, other
species, and ecosystems” (UNEP 2017, 160). To protect the eco-
systems that Kumzari villagers depend on, it is necessary to ex-
plore Kumzari ecological understandings and environmental in-

terdependence.

4.0. Kumzari Assemblages: Mixed Language

Ecologies and Linguistic Geographies

Designated by some as a mixed language (van der Wal Anonby
2014; 2015), Kumzari is a product of several different language
ecologies and geographies. Linguists and Kumzari speakers alike
have argued that Kumzari is a blend of Arabic, Persian, Portu-
guese, English (take, for example, ndylo ‘nylon thread’), Hindi,
and Balochi, and, of course, uniquely local words. Hence Betram
Thomas’s reference to Kumzari as “this strange tongue.” As the
study of Kumzari is still in its infancy, with a thorough grammar
produced only recently (van der Wal Anonby 2015), its ‘mixed’
status is still open to debate.

The phonology, lexicon, and morpho-syntax of Kumzari are
rooted in Arabian and Persian. Accordingly, Kumzari could be
conceptualised as deriving from two different language ecolo-
gies. The first reference to Kumzari is found in an article by Sam-

uel Zwemer, a Protestant missionary, who travelled throughout
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Oman in 1900. On his journey, Zwemer heard about the Kumzari
people and their language, which he later wrote about:

There is coffeehouse babble in Eastern Oman concerning a

mysterious race of light-complexioned people who live

somewhere in the mountains, shun strangers, and speak a

language of their own.... At Khasab, near Ras Musandam,

live a tribe whose speech is neither Persian, Arabic, nor

Baluchi, but resembles the Himyaritic dialect of the Mah-

ras.... This language is used by them in talking to each

other, although they speak Arabic with strangers. (Zwemer

1902, 57)
Around the same time, Atmaram Sadashiva Grandin Jayakar
(1844-1911), an Indian Medical Service officer based in Muscat,
travelled around the Musandam Peninsula with a British political
expedition. In his writings, Jayakar mentioned Kumzari grammar
and included a lexicon of 158 items within his longer discussion
(1902) of the Arabic dialect of the Shihuh tribe. In Bertram
Thomas’s 1930 study on Kumzari grammar (which includes a lex-
icon of 553 words), he noted the high prevalence of Persian vo-
cabulary and determined that Kumzari was “largely a compound
of Arabic and Persian, but it is distinct from them both [and] as
spoken is comprehensible neither to the Arab nor to the Persian
visitor of usual illiteracy” (Thomas 1930, 785). While Kumzari’s
core vocabulary and verbal morphology have led to its categori-
sation as a Southwestern Iranian language (Skjerveg 1989) and
thus its placement within the Indo-European linguistic ecology,
more recent research has challenged or at least complicated this
classification (van der Wal Anonby 2014). Though recent schol-

arship has begun to explore and articulate in more depth the
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common features between Kumzari and MSAL, this proposed
connection is not necessarily new.

The ongoing debate about the linguistic ecologies embed-
ded in Kumzari, coupled with the environmental embeddedness
of the language, illustrates that Kumzari is a complex ecolinguis-
tic system. Recent scholarship has suggested that instead of
Kumzari being a Persian language with loan words from Arabic,
it may instead be an Arabian language with borrowed words from
Persian, with origins “in Middle Persian, even prior to the
changes that took place in Iranian languages due to the seventh-
century invasion of Fars by Arabic speakers” (van der Wal
Anonby 2014, 139). The morphosyntax, sound-system, and
grammatical retentions of Kumzari seem to belong not to the lin-
guistic ecologies of Persian or Arabic, but to South Arabian and
Shihhi (Sihhi).

Clues that Kumzari may belong to an Arabian ecology in-
clude Semitic roots in prime vocabulary (van der Wal Anonby
2014), prolific verb derivations, and lexically pervasive emphatic
consonants. Contact with Arabic (Bayshak 2002), especially the
Shihhi dialect, over the centuries seems to have changed the
basic structures of the language (Zwemer 1902; Bayshak 2002;
Anonby 2011b; van der Wal Anonby 2015), such as the lexicon,
parallel verbal system, and prime elements of the phonological
system. Further indicators include verbal nouns of the form CaC-
Cit derived from Kumzari Semitic verbs (Holes 2004, 149-50),
and the use of the ‘feminine’ suffix ending even on masculine

words (Rubin 2010, 65)—a blurring of linguistic ecologies, as
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grammatical gender varies between Arabic, Iranian, and South
Iranian.’

Most significantly, Kumzari has post-constituent and mul-
tiply marked negation (van der Wal Anonby 2022), a feature of
South Arabian languages, but not Iranian languages. It employs
negation after a verb or a negated constituent—negation is dou-
bly marked on arguments following a negated verb. As other
Western Iranian languages use pre-verbal negation, Kumzari thus
seems to belong to another ecology of negation—primarily, the
post-negation ecology of MSAL (van der Wal Anonby 2014;
2015).

Though the linguistic origins of Kumzari remain contested,
there is evidence that Kumzari predates the Muslim conquest of
the region in the seventh century CE, based on the lack of key
phonological innovations of Iranian languages in the New Iranian
period (beginning with the Arab takeover of Sassanid Persia in
the 640s CE) and the Arabic lexicon of Kumzari. Kumzari speakers
in Musandam believe that their ancestors came from Yemen
(Jayakar 1902; Dostal 1972). The ancestors of the Kumzari may
in fact have come from the Azd tribe, who migrated from Yemen
around the third to fifth centuries CE, when Oman was occupied
and governed by Sasanians (van der Wal Anonby 2014, 137;
2015, 10).

Though Bertram Thomas disagreed with the possible South
Arabian origins of Kumzari and refuted Kumzari claims that they

descended from third-century migrations of Azd from Yemen

7 For details on the gemination of the feminine t-element in Musandam
Arabic, see Anonby, Bettega and Prochazka (2022).
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(Thomas 1930, 785), recent scholarship (van der Wal Anonby
2014; 2022) argues that Arabian features or even the foundations
of Kumzari may derive from when invasions of north-central Ara-
bians in the seventh century forced many to seek refuge in
Oman’s northern mountains. For instance, Bayshak (2002) tries
to prove this theory by linking Arabic structures in Kumzari with
MSAL. While discussions of the linguistic ecologies of Kumzari
have become more nuanced, the social and cultural practices of
the Kumzari language have gone largely unexplored. Language
is, of course, a social practice and cultural artefact inseparable
from its environment and embodiment. From linguistic construc-
tions and cultural understandings of subjectivity, relationality,
and identity to the use of popular idioms and filler words, there
is much more research still needed to explore the interrelations
of Kumzari with social practices and the affective dimensions of
Kumzari across time, ecosystems, and geographies. For starters,
it may be easiest and most useful to consider how the unique
aqua-landscape features of Kumzar are expressed in Kumzari, be-
fore exploring how aspects of cultural and labour practices like
fishing, boating, and date cultivation are expressed in the lan-

guage today.

5.0. Constructing Coastal Kumzar: Aqua-
Landscapes, Climate Patterns, and Beach
Spatialities

There are a number of words in Kumzari that describe Kumzar’s

unique aqua-landscapes. Some Kumzari words used to describe

features of the region’s marinescape include: xelij ‘gulf in the
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ocean’, gelila ‘lagoon, wadi streambed’, widi/wiji ‘wadi’, xilxil
‘small wadi’, bandar ‘cove’, xor ‘ocean inlet’, jobo ‘a water-collect-
ing rock hollow’, gabana ‘inlet’, ér ‘an exposed rock in the sea’,
and ma’daf ‘seamount’. The Kumzari word for sea is dirya (similar
to Persian |, ,> daryd), but dirya can also be used for ‘fishing’. Sim-
ilarly, the Kumzari word for ‘seawater’, sor, is also used for ‘salt
fish’, ‘pickled food’, and ‘brine’.

The average cover of algae in the Gulf of Oman and Persian
Gulf has increased since the 2000s due to an abundance of dead
coral skeletons providing the conditions for algae overgrowth.
Kumzari words related to algae include: awkeé ‘red algae bloom’,
xawza ‘a type of slimy green algae’, xall ‘seaweed, string green
algae’. More frequent and lethal Harmful Algal Blooms (HABs, or
Red Tides) have caused serious mortality of sea life over the past
two decades in the Persian Gulf (Samimi-Namin et al. 2010) and
the Arabian Sea (Bauman et al. 2010). The coral reefs of north-
eastern Arabia have suffered over the past two decades from
large-scale bleaching events, disease outbreaks, a super-cyclone,
large-scale harmful algal blooms (Bauman et al. 2010; Burt et al.
2014), overfishing, coastal development, dive boat anchoring,
marine pollution, and climate change. The serious decline in
coral cover was exacerbated by “bleaching during the hottest
summer on record” in the Persian Gulf in 2017, which resulted
in the region losing “40.1% of the living coral cover between
1996 and 2019” (Souter et al. 2021, 62) and the average cover
of algae increasing from a “low of 13.0% in 2003 to a peak of
37.3% in 2018” (Souter et al. 2021, 63). Today, over half the

coral reefs in Oman are at high to severe risk from a variety of
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natural and man-made threats and more than 75 percent of the
coral reefs in Oman are “projected to be under high threat levels
by 2030, and virtually all reefs in Oman under critical threat by
2050” (Burke et al. 2011). The coral reefs in the Persian Gulf
have proven less likely to return to pre-disturbance assemblages
than those in the Gulf of Oman.

Just as Kumzari has historically been conceptualised as a
bridge between two language families (or ecologies), so, too,
does the aqua-lifestyle of the Musandam Peninsula straddle two
different coral ecosystems—the Persian Gulf and the Gulf of
Oman. The coral reefs of Oman are “among the least studied in
the region, with just 4% of regional reef-related publications fo-
cused on reefs in Oman” (Burt et al. 2016). In fact, the “species
richness of hard corals in the Gulf of Oman” (with around 70
species) is “more than the entire Persian Gulf” (Owfi et al. 2015,
21). Coral cover in Oman is highest around the shores of the Mu-
sandam Peninsula. The rapid growth and high cover of coral on
Musandam’s reefs is due to the “high abundances of fast-growing
branching corals such as Acropora and Pocillopora,” which
“cover over 40% of the reef bottom at the surveyed sites in the
Musandam” (Burt et al. 2016). The coral reefs of Musandam,
however, are vulnerable to high temperatures, whereas the coral
reefs on the Gulf of Oman are at risk of cyclone damage. For in-
stance, when a severe bleaching event damaged the coral reefs
Musandam in 1990, as a result of temperatures over 30°C for
three months, coral reefs in Muscat were not as affected because
the “onset of monsoonal upwelling brought cool waters which

minimized long-term bleaching and mortality there” (Burt et al.
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2016). Conversely, Musandam was not as affected by the 2007
cyclone Gonu as Muscat, since the cyclone turned into a tropical
storm and blew out to sea after ravaging Muscat® (Coles et al.
2015) in the Gulf of Oman. Thus, the monsoon of southern Oman
has a particularly significant effect on coral reefs in the Gulf of
Oman.

Traditionally, the sea has been the main source of liveli-
hood, transportation, and recreation for Kumzari villagers.
Kumzari has only a few words related to ‘swimming’ (Snaw).
Though the village does not have a swim culture per se, children
do play in the water. The main activities associated with the sea
are fishing and boating (including cultural activities like wedding
processions on dhows). Kumzari lambiya ‘a swim on one’s back’
happens to also be the word for ‘lullaby’. More general Kumzari
words related to seawater include barm ‘wave’ and zabid ‘foam
on water’. Seawater may be described as dawq ‘calm’,’ Sartag
‘choppy’, habasa ‘still’, or as having dilub ‘a strong, swirling cur-
rent’. Kumzari also has a number of words that spatially differ-
entiate different sections of the ¢af/sif/jum ‘beach’. For instance,
caféaf is used for ‘the water’s edge’ or ‘right at the shore’, while

tela awan is the ‘place where the waves wash onto the shore’.

8 I was in Oman in the immediate aftermath of Gonu, staying at Al
Bustan Palace by the Ritz-Carlton in Muscat, and the entire beach had
been so battered by the cyclone that there was little sand left—just
black stones; the hotel had to purchase a large amount of sand to
recreate the beach.

° The Kumzari noun for a ‘calm sea’ is sirx.
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These words illustrate the nuanced attention to location and po-
sitionality on land in relation to the water.

Weather in Kumzar has traditionally played a central role
in the daily lives of Kumzari villagers and fishermen. The
Kumzari word for ‘weather’, as well as for ‘climate’, is jaww. Not
surprisingly, there are a number of Kumzari words for describing
different kinds of rain, as sailing and navigation require careful
attention to different types of rain and weather patterns. Rain in
Kumzari can be described in terms of its direction, such as pxiin
‘approaching rain’, and its duration, such as $diid ‘ongoing rain
showers’ and halaba ‘raining heavily and constantly’. The magni-
tude of rain can be described nominally as $obub ‘pouring rain’
or verbally as salaba ‘driving rain’. A rain that ‘sprinkles’, naffa,
produces nafnaf ‘scattered raindrops’. The word tiitii can also be
used for ‘scattered raindrops’. There are also Kumzari terms for
the effects of a rainstorm, such as cix¢ax ‘a stream that forms
during a heavy rain’. Other natural phenomena related to the ef-
fects of a ‘storm’, gatal, include ra’d ‘thunder’, num ‘clouds’, and
gandaha ‘rainbows’. Another obstacle to sea navigation is dagberit
‘thick, dusty haze’. Kumzari also has a word for ‘staying out of
the cold’, dafya, which captures the act of avoiding uncomforta-

ble weather conditions.

6.0. Directionality, Temporality, and Magnitude:
Motion, Tides, and Wind in Kumzari
Traditionally, Kumzari villagers do not use the cardinal direc-

tions for navigation and describing location. Their spatial refer-

ence terms correlate instead to topographic variation, similar to
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the situation in Sulawesi (McKenzie 1997) and Oceania (Palmer
2002). Kumzari villagers tend to refer instead to ‘up’ and ‘down’,
with the mountains being ‘up’ and the sea being ‘down’. Kumzari
does, of course, have words for ‘east’ and ‘west’ in Sarqi/masraq
and magrab, respectively, but their sense of directionality is set
to a vertical dimension. Similarly, in the mountains of southern
Oman in Salalah, “Mehri rawram ‘sea’, Qherét remnam, describe a
general southerly direction, and Mehri nagd ‘Najd’, Sher&t fagor
‘stony desert’ general north” (Saeed al-Mahri, p.c., cited in al-
Ghanim and Watson 2021), while “around the port town of
Tagah and to the south of the mountains, Sherét remnom ‘sea’
indicates general south, and sher ‘mountains’ general north” (Al-
Ghanim and Watson 2021, 65). Kumzaris’ rootedness and orien-
tation in space and place is intimately tied to Kumzar’s local land-
scape. Their experience and expression of embodiment, motion,
and movement is defined by their bodily relation to local natural
features.

Where cardinal directions do come into play in Kumzari is
in descriptions of wind. As the daily life of Kumzaris is closely
tied to the sea and fishing, wind plays a prime role in everyday
affairs. In fact, Kumzaris greet one another with the expression ¢i
kawla? ‘What kind of wind?’ Kumzari has many words for the
direction of the kawl ‘wind’, such as kawl bal’i ‘east wind’, kawsi
‘east-southeast wind’, matlé’i ‘strong east wind’, ofur ‘west, north-
west wind’, gatari ‘strong west, northwest wind’, jazri ‘northeast
wind’, salawi ‘breeze from the east’, na’si/nasi ‘north-northeast
wind, nor’easter’, nasi arabi ‘north wind’, and nasi farsi ‘northeast

wind’. Wind in Kumzari is also described temporally in relation
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to the time of day, such as ga’i ‘morning gusts’, skézi ‘evening
wind’, and gamari ‘night wind’, as well as descriptively, such as
darbit ‘blustering wind’, jars ‘biting’. The deverbal gqadaha ‘blow-
ing hard’ is also used to describe a powerful gust of wind. The
word xwar describes ‘a calm sea with a gentle breeze’, linking the
wind with the waterscape. Whereas directionality on land is ori-
ented on a vertical axis and described in relation to the moun-
tains and sea, sea navigation requires more precise directional,
temporal, and descriptive language not tied to land, particularly
in the case of wind.

Similarly, in Dhofar and al-Mahrah, winds are described
according to the direction from which they blow and their sever-
ity. For instance, though Mehri has general terms for winds, e.g.,
hazéz and riyeh, it also has terms like “mdit ‘sea breeze’, zaofzof do-
mdit ‘perpetual sea breeze’, xriib ‘hot desert wind’, xrib torab
‘blasting hot desert wind’, blet ‘wind from the north’ and blét
Sammamyat ‘severe north wind’” (Al-Ghanim and Watson 2021,
66). Despite the processes of modernisation and mechanisation,
Kumzari villagers are still heavily dependent on the wind and
weather for daily navigation and fishing; thus, these processes
affect and shape the eco-focused cognitive processes, environ-
mental literacy, and language production of Kumzari speakers.

As in South Arabian sea-going cultures, the sea-dependent
lifestyle of Kumzar is reflected in the language. Kumzari contains
a number of words to describe the diversity of tides and tidal
motions in Kumzar. Similarly, while English spoken in non-sea-
dependent English-speaking communities tends to just use ‘ebb’

and ‘flow’, or ‘high’ and ‘low’, in sea-dependent English-speaking
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communities there is a larger and richer vocabulary of tides
(Story, Kirwin, and Widdowson 1990). For tidal descriptions,
Kumzari has an assortment of single words that describe the mag-
nitude and time of tides (although, of course, Kumzari also has
ogar ‘ebbing tide’ and purya ‘flowing tide’). Some Kumzari terms
emphasise the magnitude of a tide, such as gabano ‘exceptionally
high-level tide’ and the verb Sa’ata to describe ‘an extremely low
tide’.1° Gabano can also be used in a seasonal sense, to describe
what is also called proxigean ‘a spring tide’. Tides can also be de-
scribed temporally in Kumzari as part of a cluster at a particular
time, such as kasr ‘a period of very high tides’ and haml ‘the
month’s highest tides’. Kumzari also has the word dawm to de-
marcate ‘the sea between tides’, marking the absence, or stasis,
of tidal action.

The traditional dependence of Kumzari villagers on the
weather and sea for subsistence and navigation made the use of
a calendar to track the tides and weather patterns essential.
While Kumzari has a general word tagwim ‘calendar’, the people
of Kumzar have traditionally used a dar/doro ‘Gulf calendar’. Un-
til recently, this calendar was fundamental to Kumzari subsist-
ence, labour, time management, navigation, migration, and so-
cio-cultural life. As van der Wal Anonby (2015, 54) notes, “In
recent years, the presence of water pollution, prolonged drought,
and extraordinary algae blooms have necessitated adjustments to
the calendar or outright decline in its use.” The calendar is com-

posed of ten-day weeks, and these are categorised by predictable

19 Qaraha is the action of water ‘dropping very low’, indicating a change
in the state of the water.



62 O’Dell

weather patterns (such as searing heat or rough seas), with their
corresponding labour and economic activities, such as fishing un-
der favourable weather and tidal conditions predicted by phases

of the moon, wind patterns, and currents.

7.0. Kumzar’s Biodiversity: Capturing Terms for
Creatures, Animal Groupings, and Ideophones

in Kumzari

An ecolinguistics approach implicitly decentres anthropocen-
trism and speciesism, shedding light on the complexity and di-
versity of the ecosystems in which humans are embedded and
function. As there are hundreds of names for different fish species
in Kumzari, listing all of them is beyond the scope of this chapter.
The general Kumzari term for fish is may. In children’s speech in
Kumzar, fish are called bahha. Some of the most popular species
of fish in the Musandam area are: jaydar and wir ‘tuna fish’, alaq
‘needlefish’, angiz ‘squid/cuttlefish’, far ‘flying fish’, erarag
‘bream’, xagur ‘type of bream fish’, manta ‘marlin’, fagl ‘porcu-
pinefish’, mayg ‘shrimp’, sabut ‘jellyfish’, imat ‘sardine’, gelo ‘cat-
fish’, xarkuk ‘parrotfish’, riso ‘goatfish’, Sang ‘butterflyfish’, sikl
‘cobia fish’, séhak ‘guitarfish’, tirxenit ‘milkfish’, xalaq ‘type of
grouper fish’, Samsiri ‘sawfish’, sawan ‘type of codfish’, bahlul ‘po-
tato grouper’, Sangaw ‘type of crab’, awugz ‘rabbitfish’, snafe ‘type
of rabbitfish’, gewgaw ‘type of rabbitfish’, Sayn ‘type of queenfish’,
sarm ‘type of queenfish’, Saxur and Suqqar ‘types of snapper fish’.
The qatal ‘killer’ fish is a poisonous and deadly fish. While many

of these words are connected to regional fish lexicons, more work
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is being done to properly associate these fish species with their
scientific names (Anonby and Al Kumzari fc.).

Many fish populations in the Persian Gulf, especially spe-
cies of groupers, have been heavily exploited over the past two
decades, prompting local communities to be more vocal in push-
ing for the maintenance of optimum levels. In Musandam, there
is a higher prevalence of fish from the Lutjanidae (snappers) and
Chaetodontidae (butterflyfish) families, as opposed to the Haemu-
lidae (sweetlips) and Scaridae (parrotfish) families. Types of fish
well-defined in Kumzari indigenous knowledge but, to the best
of my knowledge, not yet classified by English translators in-
clude: aragumba, ledam, lahafi, lako, lazuq, kan’ad, ife, jagbib,
kararag, mamadi, gambab, qat, qapt, qartabo, qrambis, qunwah,
qurfe, ramist, sal, safin, skindan, tihadi, umbeé, xro diryi’in, xubbat,
xubr, méd, jarid, last, kor, magaraq, lahlah, maysani, §oban, $obubo,
soman, siftik, sanksar, robayo, tarbo, sitrag, xeno, sabii, sawawe,
lahlah, zbayso, nagro, parawe, kiikii, jurbah, imbe, kan’ad, kofar,
gurguro, garagumba, last, gmo, gbédi. Additionally, a biit is a ‘type
of small fish’.

Kumzari has several words to refer to a grouping of fish.
While a mahdaqa is a ‘fish habitat’, a qis’ is a ‘deep-water fish
habitation’. A mass of fish underwater can be referred to as ra’im,
xttyti, or kard (also used for a ‘cluster of dates’ or ‘flock’). A Cikkit
is a ‘string of fish’. Thus, there is attention in Kumzari to different
types of fish habitations and fish formations.

The waters of the Musandam Peninsula are known for their
large dolphin populations. Many tourists who visit the Mu-

sandam region go dolphin watching on dhows that depart from
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Khasab. Kumzari has words for both the ‘white dolphin’ in karabo
and the ‘black dolphin’ in fijmé. Other words for sea creatures in
Kumzari include: hemis ‘sea turtle’, jawar ‘large sea turtle’, bam
‘giant sea turtle’, Sufraqo ‘frog’, timsah ‘crocodile’, Sawhat ‘whale’,
selik ‘moray eel’, siflindo ‘type of eel’, rubbat ‘type of stingray’,
ramak ‘type of ray’, rubyan ‘prawns’, asp ‘seahorse’, and msaww
‘barnacle’. Barnacles in Musandam cover only 5 percent of settle-
ment tiles, as opposed to the Gulf of Oman, where they cover
nearly a quarter (22 percent) (Bento et al. 2017). The Kumzari
word gabqgab describes a ‘small crab’, but it can also be used for
a ‘quick person’. While the Kumzari word for ‘octopus ink’ has
been documented as madad, other terms related to the effects or
productions of sea creatures have yet to be studied in detail.
Today, there are 32 shark species in the Persian Gulf. Fish-
ermen in Kumzar catch a variety of sharks: blacktip, hammer-
head, whitetip reef, and some whale sharks (Jabado et al. 2014;
Notarbartolo di Sciara and Jabado 2021). While kiili is a general
word in Kumzari for ‘shark’, Kumzari also has a number of words
to refer to different types of sharks, from dibé ‘great white shark’
to various types of sharks still undefined in English (nawuko,
qagzum, jmes, jubbe, xiswani, manqab, pécak, qradi, rejimi, tirxenit).
Fisherman from Kumzar lure sharks using a sea trap consisting of
a long, weighted rope with live fish that are baited through the
cheek and hooked onto the rope. They return a day or two later
to see if a shark has been caught by the sea trap. Although shark
fishing is a tradition in Kumzar, shark fishing did not become a

specific means of livelihood until after the 1970s (Castelier
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2020), when the oil boom in the Persian Gulf connected Oman
to Asian markets.

Today, the fishermen of Kumzar are embedded in the
global shark trade’s ecosystems of exploitation. The shark fishing
business in Oman (and the Persian Gulf in general) is very lucra-
tive, as it supplies shark fins and meat from a variety of shark
species for customers around the world—specifically wealthy
customers in Asia (Castelier and Miiller 2017). According to the
United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization, Oman ex-
ported US$2,438,000 worth of shark fin between 2000 and 2011
(Dent and Clarke 2015, 20). Several species of shark are being
unsustainably fished in Musandam, trafficked via Khasab to the
United Arab Emirates (Jabado et al. 2014; Jabado et al. 2015;
Jabado et al. 2018a; Jabado et al. 2018b) and flown to Hong
Kong, from where they are sold to markets in China, Taiwan,
Malaysia, Singapore, and Indonesia. In Asia, shark fin soup is
considered a delicacy, and the preferred species for shark fin soup
is the hammerhead shark (all three kinds: Scalloped Hammer-
head, Great Hammerhead, and Smooth Hammerhead) (Dent and
Clarke, 2015). Due to this demand, hammerhead sharks in east-
ern and southern Arabia have experienced “the greatest mean
perceived decline (80%) of sharks in the region” (Almojil 2021).
While shark fishing is not illegal in Oman, there are some stipu-
lations.

In Oman, sharks must be sold whole, as ‘finning’ (removing
the fins for sale without the body) is prohibited. Finning is not a
new practice in Kumzar: in 1908, Lorimer wrote: “They

[Kumzaris] own 40 or 50 fishing boats and 5 sea-going boats that
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run to Qishm, Dibai, and Masqat Town with cargoes of salt fish
and shark-fins” (1040). In 2008, Oman became a signatory to the
Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild
Fauna and Flora (CITES), which stipulates that the great ham-
merhead shark and the whale shark should be protected from sale
and trade. Despite these regulations, however, sharks continue to
be overexploited in Oman, where just one hammerhead shark can
earn a fisherman close to US$1500.

Oman is ranked seventeenth among countries in terms of
quantity of shark fin exportation. According to Dr Rima Jabado,
a biologist who studies sharks in the Persian Gulf, overfishing in
Oman and the UAE is endangering the shark populations there.
In her research she found that “sharks were found to be increas-
ingly targeted owing to their high value in the global fin trade
industry” and “the majority of fishermen (80%) confirmed that
changes in species composition, abundance and sizes of sharks
have been continuing for more than two decades, mainly because
of overfishing, raising concerns about the sustainability of this
fishery” (Jabado et al. 2014). She found that almost 50 percent
of shark species traded in the UAE are at high risk of global ex-
tinction. Kumzar’s entanglement in the global shark trade is lead-
ing to overfishing (Dulvey et al. 2021) in Musandam and contrib-
uting to the endangerment of several shark species. Further, due
to the violation of international regulations and the involvement
of criminal networks involved in shark fishing and finning, shark
fishing (like the falcon trade) remains a sensitive subject in Oman

and the Arabian Peninsula in general.



An Ecolinguistic Approach to Kumzari 67

Figure 1: Dolphin swimming in Musandam (Photo: Emily Jane O’Dell)
s '

In addition to further work needed on identifying specific fish
species in Kumzari, more attention must also be paid to bird ter-
minology and the cultural place of birds in Kumzari culture. The
general term in Kumzari for bird is tér, and other Kumzari words
for birds in the Musandam region include hagm ‘domestic pi-
geon’, murwa barré ‘domestic chicken’, al’ul ‘heron’, bim ‘owl’,
murwa k6’0 ‘sandgrouse’, hamamo ‘dove’, §a@’in ‘eagle, hawk, vul-
ture’, xro ‘rooster’, suqr ‘osprey, falcon’, bibi mattdo ‘parrot’,
bagbaga ‘parrot’, nabi ‘gull’, bisram bésir ‘gull’, grab ‘crow’, guwwe
‘white tern’, sufsuf ‘sparrow’, and other types of birds still not yet
defined, such as sagqa and sufrit. The ‘caw’ of a crow is captured
in Kumzari by the ideophone ga, and the ideophone of a rooster
crowing is gaq. The Kumzari word for the ‘comb’ of a rooster and
the ‘crown’ of a hoopoe is farrigit.

Kumzari words for animals outside the direct ecology of the
sea include creatures indigenous to the Musandam Peninsula and

those far from it. Words that illustrate the diverse animal species
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existent in Kumzari include: numr ‘leopard, panther, tiger’, arnab
‘hare’, jamal ‘camel’, hamra ‘hyena’, sabalo ‘monkey’, gambusso
‘hedgehog’, daby ‘oryx’, dab’ ‘hyena’, gazalé ‘gazelle’, fahd ‘chee-
tah’, asp ‘horse’, dib ‘wolf’, agrab ‘scorpion’, zubd ‘type of gecko’,
dabb ‘type of large lizard’, mugli ‘type of venomous snake’, and
mar ‘snake’. Kumzar and the Musandam Peninsula in general are
also home to insect inhabitants and communities. Kumzari words
for insects include: girag ‘ant’, abii Sayban ‘spider’, surs ‘cock-
roach’, garad ‘locust’, mam abii ko ‘butterfly’, garras ‘mosquitos’,
gmaylo ‘weevil’, zirrah ‘type of flying insect’, désa ‘type of stinging
insect’, asp ‘moth’, risk ‘type of louse’, gat ‘type of beetle’, and
stiro ‘wasp’. In Kumzari, dupsi is a ‘plague of insects’. Of course,
like humans and other animals, insects construct their own
homes and communities, such as saban ‘wasp nests’.

Kumzari uses several animals to metaphorically describe
the behaviour and physical appearance of human beings. For in-
stance, the Kumzari word for cél ‘albatross’, a bird whose breed-
ing cycle stretches over two years, is also used to describe a ‘slow
person’. The Kumzari word for cow, as in Arabic, is bagara, which
is also used in Kumzari to describe a ‘stupid person’. A séw is a
type of snake, and this word is also used for a ‘very thin person’.
Not only can animal aspects be used to describe human physical-
ity and cognition, but animal names can also be subsumed into
Kumzari nicknames and given names.

In Kumzari, a ‘nickname’ (lagab) is often assumed by those
with common names so they can be distinguished from others
who share their popular given name. These creative long nick-

names can draw upon one’s parents’ names, physical appearance,
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tribal affiliation, occupation, an animal totem, or a feature of the
landscape. This phenomenon is not, however, restricted to nick-
names, as traditional names can also contain pertinent ecological
information. For instance, Kumzari who live in the mountains
may have traditional names with the ending -k6 ‘mountain’, such
as eliko‘ (for Ali) and isako¢ (for Isa). Two examples given by van
der Wal Anonby (2015) of the phenomenon of incorporating an-
imals and landscapes into nicknames include Eliko Sobubo (Aliko
+ ‘fish species’) and El-Ham-Ol6 (Ali Hamed + ‘mountain peak’).
As van der Wal Anonby (2015, 52) observes, it is common for
nouns of culturally familiar items, especially those with “seman-
tic ties to Kumzari identity and subsistence,” such as “fish spe-
cies, date stages, tides and weather, and parts of a boat,” to as-
sume the same morphology as personal names, like the -6 suffix.
Some examples she provides are ambaro ‘type of bream fish’,
sparo ‘storage space beside mast on a boat’, and siflindo ‘a type of
eel’. Thus, not only do Kumzari incorporate animals and land-
scapes into their own names and nicknames—which are the
prime markers of one’s personal identity—but there is also a lin-
guistic connection between these semantic features of Kumzar’s

ecology and the morphology of personal names.

8.0. Sardine Fishing, Boating Technology, and
Goat Husbandry: Equipment, Labour, and
Decoration in Kumzari

Fishing and date cultivation have long been the primary seasonal

sources of income for Kumzari villagers. Labour in Kumzar has

traditionally revolved around the sea and been shaped by the
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changing weather and seasons. Indigenous fishing knowledge of
the Musandam region, and Kumzar in particular, has received
some attention in scholarship (Musallam et al. 2006; Al-Anbouri,
Ambak, and Jayabalan 2011; Al Jufaili 2021). However, one
study which included interviews with fisherman from all over
Oman (who had at least thirty years of experience in the sardine
and anchovy fisheries) left out the Musandam region completely
(Al-Jufaili 2011).

Kumzar is well-known in Oman for its long history of sar-
dine and tuna fishing. In Kumzari, the ‘sardine season’ is called
tyah. The sardine season stretches from September (ma na’) to
April (ma ¢ar), with December (ma dwazda) and January (ma yak)
being its peak, as the colder weather of ‘winter’ (dimistan) pro-
vides the most favourable conditions. In May (ma panj), after the
sardine season, residents of Kumzar head to Khasab (Xdasab) to
harvest dates during the ‘searing heat’ (zugqum)'! at the ‘begin-
ning of summer’ (daymeé).'> The ‘summer migration’ is called
huwwil. Sardines are used by Kumzari villagers as food for hu-
mans and livestock, bait (gim), and also fertiliser. Sardines are
carried in Kumzar in an anda a ‘round woven mat with handles
used for carrying sardines’. Outside of Musandam, the main mar-
kets for sardines in Oman are located in Muscat (Maskat), Al-
Batinah, and Dubai in the UAE (amarato).

! ‘Warmth’ or ‘heat’ in general in Kumzari is garm (as in Persian), while
the adjective garmag is used for ‘hot’.

12 When I was in Kumzar, I noticed that many houses had at least one
air conditioner (kandesin).
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The coastal waters of the Sultanate of Oman have six sar-
dine species. This striking variety may “indicate greater diversity
of environmental habitats when compared to the other sardine-
anchovy systems” (Al-Jufaili 2002). This diversity “allows or per-
haps encourages speciation” (Al-Jufaili et al. 2006). Further, sea-
sonal shifts in winds triggered by changes in the atmospheric
pressure of the Indian Ocean cause reversals of the current along
the East African coast that similarly affect Oman and Iran (Shep-
pard 2000, 920). It is possible that the diversity of sardine species
in Oman is related to the “migration of fish to the north during
the southwest monsoon and southward during the southeast
monsoon” (Al-Jufaili et al. 2006). The sandy coast in the north,
around Al-Batinah, yields many sardines, whereas shark and tuna
fish tend to be caught along the “rocky coastlines of the Gulf of
Oman along Musandam” (El Mahi 2000, 99). Longitudinal envi-
ronmental data is still needed for understanding fluctuations in
Oman’s sardine catches, and the effects of ocean currents and the
monsoon cycle on sardine communities in Oman.

For sardine fishing, fishermen in Kumzar use traditional
beach and purse seines, which require little effort and are set out
close to shore. In Oman in general, beach seines (modified gill-
nets) are the most popular method for catching sardines. Such a
‘gillnet’ (li kitkil) can require about a dozen people to set and col-
lect. However, as I witnessed in Kumzar, most boat crews fishing
for sardines use about two to four net handlers. A gillnet catches
the ‘gills’ (gmiit) of a fish in the mesh when it tries to back out of

the net. A sardine catch can yield approximately forty tons a day.
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Kumzari has a number of words related to fish netting. Say
is a ‘traditional fishing net’, lé is a general term for ‘fishing nets,
kurraf is a ‘deep-sea fishing net’, and gbel a ‘sardine net’ in par-
ticular. Traditional ‘large’ fishing nets are referred to as abat,
jarif, and sabak. There also a variety of terms for different types
of fishing nets (well defined in Kumzari, but still unknown to
outsiders), such as ban, tarh, saga, and séram. There are also sev-
eral net-related terms, such as fars ‘fishing net thread’ and mihh
‘seine net rope’. The parts, or sections, of nets and ropes have
specific terms. For example, likkit ‘main section of a net’, naxé
‘beginning of a fishing net rope’, and gadam ‘end of a fishing net
rope’. These specific terms for parts of the rope mirror the phe-
nomenon of specific words being used to refer to different sec-
tions of the beach.

Netting is not the only technology that Kumzari fisherman
use to catch fish. In addition to net fishing, Kumzari fishermen
also use ‘fish traps’ (aba’), as well as ‘metal fish traps’ (diibay)
and ‘a small wire fish cage’ (gargur). Other fishing equipment in-
cludes: samur ‘a stone weight for fishing’, marki’’i ‘a fish caller’,
and kibal ‘buoy’. There are a number of terms in Kumzari related
to buoys: galub ‘a large buoy’, rammul ‘a small buoy’, gar’a ‘a
middle buoy in a fishing net’, boya ‘a large plastic buoy’, karb ‘a
buoy’, but also the ‘thick end of a palm branch’. In Musandam,
buoys are used not just for fishing, but also to control marine
tourist traffic. For instance, mooring buoys are installed at Tele-
graph Island, which tourists use as a dive site, yet these two
buoys are not sufficient for the number of boats that arrive during

the weekends.
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As the acts of anchoring and hooking play important roles
in fishing and boating, Kumzari has terms for different kinds of
anchors and hooks: a general term is langal ‘anchor’, while ganhé
is a ‘small anchor’ and nittar a ‘stone anchor’. Msaww is a ‘fishing
net weight’ and sinn a ‘fishing net anchor’. Other terms related to
fishing include: jam ‘hooked’, mnaxx ‘large hook’, nishil ‘fishing
line’, and séram ‘container for fresh fish’.

Kumzari words used to describe labour related to fishing
refer to the construction and movement of boats, the manipula-
tion of nets, and the preparation of fish. Fishing is, of course, a
communal endeavour that requires many roles, such as a tradin
‘motorboat driver’, nijjar ‘boatbuilder’, diryi’in/diryi’iné ‘fisher-
man’, and noxada ‘captain’. Kumzari also has a word for ‘fishing
instructions’: talab. Traditionally, a spotter is also used in the
nearby cliffs to help fishermen reach their catch. The Kumzari
verb lime ‘gesturing to call someone far away’ attests to the bodily
signals and coordination necessary when communicating across
the land and sea without the aid of modern technology.

The act and labour of fishing is very much defined by di-
rectionality. Fishermen must go toward and into the water, stay
for a period of time in the water waiting for the catch, and then
return to the shore. The Kumzari word for ‘departure’ (jel) is also
used for ‘the laying out of fish nets’, an act which marks ‘leaving’
to go fishing. In traditional daily life in Kumzar, ‘departing’ al-
most always meant leaving to go fishing—thus, the two are un-
derstandably linked. The Kumzari word for the act of ‘sitting in
a boat waiting for fish’ is tal’it. Thus, the stasis of fishing and

experience of anticipation of a catch is captured in a single
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word—instead of just assumed under a generic term like fishing.
The verb to ‘trap fish’ is aba,'®* while qusro is the word for ‘pulling
in nets’. This is done with the help of a mintab, a ‘hooked stick
used for pulling in fish nets’. While hamya is the general verb for
‘docking’ or ‘beaching’, the deverbal gamaga is used to describe
the action of ‘going onto the shore quickly to remove a boat from
the water and store it on the beach’. This term captures the move-
ment and speed of returning a boat to shore. Perhaps more work
is needed to explore articulations in Kumzari of the storage and
maintenance of fishing equipment.

While there are many Kumzari words to describe the labour
and equipment of fishing, there are also words that refer to the
preparation of fish after the act of fishing. For example, catch can
be described as dir ‘a slit fish’, gannit ‘a stack of dried fish’, sahné
‘crushed dried sardines’, gasa ‘drying fish’, tik ‘the slitting of fish’,
kalak ‘fish cheek’, amit ‘dried sardines’. Just as there is a specific
word for fishing instructions in Kumzari (talab), the term maya is
used for specifically for ‘payment for fishing’. The traditional diet
in Kumzar is primarily made up of locally sourced ingredients
from Kumzar’s marine environment. Some popular dishes in
Kumzar include meéciri ‘fish soup’, along with fish-derived condi-
ments and sauces like sawarag ‘fish brine condiment’ and gasSad

‘shark sauce’.

13 See ba ‘trap fish, pull in (IMPV)’ and taba ‘trap fish (IMPF)’.
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Figure 2: Boats on Display in Khasab Castle (Photo: Cathy Birdsong
Dutchak)

Boating is the traditional bedrock of Kumzari livelihood,
culture, and migration. As Kumzar is accessible only by boat,
boating is the prime mode of transportation for venturing outside
the village, which is why boating has played such a prime role in
the navigation, trade, and identity of the people of Kumzar (Vos-
mer 1997; Weismann et al. 2014; Ghidoni and Vosmer 2021). A
‘vessel’ in general is abrit, while a ‘motorboat’ is trajée or tarrade.
Kumzari speakers refer to a dhow, a large traditional boat in
Oman and throughout the Persian Gulf, as biim and lanj. A ‘type
of short dhow in Kumzari is dadro, and a ‘rowboat’ is 6ra. In Ara-
bic, the traditional boats of the Musandam Peninsula used for
seine fishing, along with coastal trading, smuggling, fishing,
pearling, and fighting, are called battil bahwy, battil qarib—or
selek (Agius 2002, 111)—and zariiqa.

A battil is a double-ended fishing vessel with a low pointed
prow, high sternpost, and projections. The battil bahway is of me-

dium size, the battil qarib is slightly larger, and the zariiga is a
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smaller version of the battil with a deeper forefoot. Kumzari also
refers to this style of boat, which is unique to the Musandam Pen-
insula, as battil, with salq being the ‘type of large battil’ and zoraqa
being the smallest version. The bow and stern of a battil tradi-
tionally featured a stitched method of binding the planks with
coconut thread (Weismann et al. 2014). Several such boats are
on display in Khasab Castle (Kalat Zerani). General Kumzari
words for the parts of a boat include: asyé ‘mast beams across
boat deck’, dastur ‘lower sail crossbar’, dol ‘mast’, érisin ‘oar’, ozar
‘sail’, saxi ‘bow of boat’, sikké ‘stern’, sikkan ‘rudder’, ka’nag
‘cross-beam’, télan ‘inner railing of a boat’, gzgurda/gburda ‘sheer
strake’, xis$ ‘side of a boat’, xigmito ‘stem-post’, dar bandird’o
‘ship’s flagpole’, bandera ‘ship’s flag’, bandolo ‘mast box’, and
mayikan ‘handle on a traditional boat’. The Kumzari word for the
‘back of a boat” is ditm, which is also used for ‘tail’, and the ‘wake
of a boat’ is awga. The Kumzari words xurt ‘a stable thing’ and
durb ‘an unstable, wavering thing’ are usually used to describe
the condition of a boat in the water. Kumzari words related to
stability and stasis (such as the aforementioned tal’it ‘sitting in a
boat waiting for fish’) capture the necessary balance and patience

required for the act of fishing.
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Figure 3: Cowrie shell decoration in Khasab (Photo: Cathy Birdsong
Dutchak)

In Kumzar and the Musandam Peninsula in general, a battil
is often ornamented with bands of cowrie-shell decoration
around the prow, rudder, or false sternpost. In Kumzari, this
‘cowrie chain’ is called a zarzur, whereas a single ‘cowrie shell’ is
a pakkis. Agius (2007, 104) recounts: “I was told by my inform-
ants in Kumzar that the decoration of cowrie shells around the
tall stern fins of a battil bahwi is to commemorate a wedding in
the village.” Similarly, palm fronds and “tassels (kasht) are hung
from the zaruka steamhead in Kumzar” (Agius 2007, 103). It is
“generally understood that the pendulous decorations such as
tassels, flags, umbrellas, shells, ostrich eggs and feathers serve as
amulets to guard the boat against the evil eye,” much like the
bridle ornaments of Arabian camels (Agius 2007, 104). In the
Kumzari language, a “goatskin hung on the prow of a boat” is

referred to as post sino°o. It is still the custom today to “sacrifice
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a sheep or goat at the launching of a boat or ship,” after which
“the flayed goat skin is dressed on the stemhead—such as the
stempost of a battil karib at Kumzar, Musandam Peninsula” (Agius
2007, 102--3). The goatskin decoration is intended to ward off
afrit ‘evil spirits’, banj@’i ‘evil’, and hassa ‘misfortune’ in general.
Throughout the Sultanate of Oman, beliefs about the $iimé ¢ome
‘evil eye’ and magic are prevalent, and Kumzar is no exception.
In fact, Kumzari contains several words for someone competent
in magic: sahar ‘sorcerer’, ardi ‘powerful sorcerer’, and jinjawir
‘master sorcerer’.

In the traditional culture of Kumzar, goatskin is not just
used for boating decoration, but also for churning. A goatskin
used for churning is called mask (as in Persian), whereas else-
where in Oman, like Dhofar, a goatskin for churning is called
qirbah and/or sqa. In Kumzar, these goatskins are usually large
enough to allow for the churning of 10-12 kg of yoghurt and
water, though some may be even larger. A goatskin from Dhofar
in the Sultanate of Oman is in the collection of the British Mu-
seum (object number As1985,18.4). Donated in 1978, it is ac-
companied by the following text:

The water bag (qirbah) continues to be the most reliable

means of storing water and milk for many families in re-

mote regions of the country [Oman]. It is hung inside a

dwelling or from the branch of a tree, and is carried on the

side of the camel when travelling.... Along the desert coast,

camel and goat milk is often more plentiful than fresh wa-

ter, and is a critical component of the local diet. Buttermilk

(laban), which is particularly favoured, is made in a large
leather churning bag (sqa) suspended from a tripod or tree
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branch, and rocked back and forth. (Richardson and Dorr,

2003, 373)
Goatskin churning bags are closed at the bottom with stitched
and embroidered leather, while an opening is left at the top
through which the bags can be filled, emptied, or stirred with a
churning stick. A cord allows it to be suspended from a tree
branch for the churning process or hung for storage or migration
on a hook or camel. This traditional churning technology can be
found in photographic and archival records from around the Per-
sian-speaking world, such as Iran and Afghanistan, as well as in
Palestine, Egypt, Iraq, Gilgit-Baltistan, and Socotra in Yemen.

Goat husbandry is another traditional practice and liveli-
hood of the Kumzari people. Goat Island (Jézurto) has tradition-
ally served as a seasonal grazing ground. In Kumzari, a ‘goat’ is
gosin. There are also specific words for goats at different stages
of development: bukrit ‘newborn goat’, xasar ‘young goat’, and a
debahit ‘full-grown male goat’. However, in children’s speech, a
goat is tahha. Relatedly, the interjection used by goat herders to
call a goat to come is tahh or tay’ tay’ tay’. Similarly, the interjec-
tion to call sheep (kaps) is: ta’ ta’ ta’.’* The act of ‘catching goats’
(hays) is performed by a hayyis ‘goat catcher’. A r@’i is a ‘person
who raises goats’. When not grazing, goats are kept in a ‘goat
pen’ (geéribit/sandaqa/innit). A ‘sloping well for watering goats’ is
hist or husi. Kumzari also has terms for a ‘wily goat’ (furi) and a
‘stupid goat’ (agi). While goatskin is used to decorate the tradi-
tional boats of Musandam, goat hair is used for the fashioning of

a special kind rope (téxa).

!4 The interjection to call cats is taktik and taki.
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Traditionally, Kumzari villagers would bring goats to the
coastal bays of Goat Island (Jazirat al Ghanam) to graze after rain-
fall. As Lorimer (1908, 577) explains: “Jazirat-al-Ghanam is to-
tally barren and devoid of water; but the people of Kumzar, to
whom it belongs, send goats here for grazing after rain.” The re-
mains of a World War II Naval Signal Station still exist on Goat
Island, vestiges of the island’s modern entanglements in regional
and global conflicts. Today, Goat Island is the command centre
for Oman’s surveillance of the Strait of Hormuz. The Musandam
Naval Base, opened in 1986, and its radar posts are overseen by
hundreds of Omani marines and sailors in addition to the British
Royal Navy (Kostiner 2009, 197). In addition to interviewing via
radio every ship that passes through the strait, the Omani mili-
tary and its British and American partners also use the island as
a listening post to conduct surveillance on the Islamic Republic
of Iran.

Goat Island is just one element in Oman’s and Great Brit-
ain’s sprawling ecosystem of militarism in the Strait of Hormuz.
There are only a few dozen local inhabitants left on the barren
island, which has no natural water resources. The base has led to
the displacement of some in the surrounding area, such as the
relocation of the population of the village of Qabal on the east
coast of Musandam for the construction of a military installation
(Dickey 1986). The environmental effects of these ecosystems of
military surveillance are not currently known, but they are cer-
tainly harming the environment—through the use of large quan-
tities of oil alone. Prince William and then UK Minister of Defense

Ben Wallace visited the naval base on Goat Island, and Great
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Britain has conducted joint exercises with Omani troops on the
island (including for mountain warfare practice). Today, the is-
land administratively belongs to the Wilaya al-Khasab of Mu-

sandam Governorate.

Figure 4: Goatskin decorating a battil (Photo: Jacques Van Dinteren)

9.0. Date Plantations in Khasab: Palm Cultivation

and Coastal Migration in Kumzari

In the summertime, Kumzari villagers travel to Khasab to tend to
their date plantations. This migration includes the ‘mountain
Bedouin’ (k6’i) of Kumzar—Shihuh families who speak Arabic
and, due to constant droughts, have moved down from the moun-
tainside into the village of Kumzar (and even learned Kumzari).
In Khasab, Kumzari villagers live in their own neighbourhood
‘quarter’ (harto), called Harat al-Kumzari in Arabic, near the sea.
The date palm is the primary agricultural crop in the Sultanate
of Oman; half of the dates that the country’s seven million palm
trees produce are used for human consumption, and the other

half for animal feed. In fact, one type of date palm in Oman is
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called ‘Al Khasab’, which is treated with hand pollination as op-
posed to the mechanical pollination of varieties like Khalas.

The date palm (mug) plays an important role in the daily
life of Kumzaris. Accordingly, Kumzari has many words ‘pertain-
ing to the date palm’ (maxlédi). There is not just one ‘category of
dates’ (sayr), but many different categories and thus various
types, such as: basri, bagl, qas tabayya, qa jannur, qa ja’far, qa
Surbe, qa sumre, luld, mediq, kilwiskit, mijnaz, nagal, qesarit, el
matari, xar xneézgi, qadduh, qass, qas faras, qas habas, qas mqalaf,
qas xursid, and xsab.'® The jujube (aka ‘red date’) is knar, while
the yellow-golden date is gérin. Kumzari has singular terms for
many parts of the date palm, such as pi$ ‘date palm frond or leaf’,
lif ‘date palm root strands’, gurd ‘midrib of palm frond’, wagz ‘tip
of a palm frond’s midrib’, and qis’an ‘date palm bark’.'® Pang is
used for the poker at the top of a palm tree, as well as for ‘sword’.
‘Date palm pollen’ (nabat) is made from the ‘male date palm’
(fahl). For irrigation in Khasab, plantations use a regular ‘irriga-
tion channel’ (indiye/andiyé) system as well as the falaj ‘channel’
irrigation system used throughout Oman.

There are a number of environmental issues related to palm
cultivation in Oman in general. The main issues that plague date
palm production are a shortage of labour, the use of traditional
methods of cultivation that are not as efficient as mechanical
methods, and unsatisfactory post-harvest handling and market-

ing approaches. For example, in the traditional practice of

15 Qaga is how children refer to a ‘date’ in Kumzari.

16 ‘Bark’ in general is fagqas$, a word which can also be used for the ‘shell
of an egg’ or ‘peeling skin’.
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cultivation in Khasab, Kumzari villagers use basin irrigation,
which is a low-cost method, but relatively less efficient than
other irrigation methods, leading to more water loss from runoff
and evaporation. Further, twenty-five percent of all dates pro-
duced in Oman is wasted every year (Al-Yahyai and Khan 2015,
9) due to poor quality, as a number of date growers are unaware
of the rigorous export standards. Palm cultivation is also affected
by diseases and pests. Dubas bug and red palm weevil are “the
main biotic factors that affect date quality and yield in Oman”
(Al Yahyai and Khan 2015). The word for ‘date palm sickness’ in
Kumzari is ses.

Dates in Kumzari can be described in various stages of
growth and preservation. Beginning as hababo ‘tiny green date
seeds’, a date palm progresses to the stage of being a sarm ‘sap-
ling’. Some terms for dates at various stages include: gét ‘young
white date fruit’, king ‘ripening date’, artab ‘fresh date’, arma ‘a
date in a preserved stage’ and hasaf ‘dried-out dates’. A ‘ream’ or
‘branch of dates’ is 05. The ‘harvesting’ (gadda) of dates and ‘palm
leaf cutting’ (Sakasa) are not the only labour related to the date
palm tree, as Kumzari villagers in Khasab use the gathered palm
leaves to create an assortment of essential structures, aids, and
objects.

Many everyday objects in Khasab and Kumzar are fash-
ioned from various parts of the palm tree. By ‘braiding’ (suffid),
‘weaving’ (saffa), and pounding the palm leaves, Kumzari women
produce all kinds of ‘palm work’ (suffit/tirds), such as ‘palm
thatch’ (d’an), ‘palm floor mat’ (smeét), ‘palm back support’

(habul), ‘palm frond broom’ (maysatta), and ‘palm fibres pounded
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into twine’ (hakka). In Kumzari, a ‘palm-frond shelter’ is a sirg,
whereas in Arabic these traditional airy summer homes con-
structed to escape the scorching heat are called barasti (or arish).
These structures were traditionally used by the mountain dwell-
ers of Kumzari who travelled to Khasab to harvest dates. Other
popular date products include ‘date syrup’ (dis), which is pro-
duced in a special ‘date syrup basket’ (tak). After the ‘hot, dry
weather’ (heériq) of summer, Kumzaris begin their ‘autumn migra-
tion’ (hotir) back to Kumzar. These eco-cultural coastal migra-
tions (Dostal 1972) are a cultural adaptation to the seasonal
changes of the climate and environment. Almost the entire pop-

ulation of Kumzar participates in these seasonal migrations.

10.0. Conclusion

As important as it is for Kumzari speakers to enjoy a sustainable
future and for Kumzari to thrive as a language, it is equally im-
portant for the environment, animal species, and plant life in and
around Kumzar to be protected and preserved. As the traditional
stewards of the tip of the Musandam Peninsula, Kumzari speakers
must be at the centre of any efforts to preserve the fragile ecosys-
tems and biodiversity in and around Kumzar. The Kumzari lan-
guage is symbiotically tied to the environment of Kumzar in its
nuanced identification of animal and plant species, articulation
of natural marine phenomenon, and understanding of specific
weather patterns. Accordingly, the erosion of Kumzari as a lan-
guage threatens not just the future of this unique language and
community, but also the region’s natural environment and non-

human organisms.
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Kumzari’s biolinguistic diversity and Kumzar’s biological
diversity necessitate more rigorous ecological analyses as well as
increased protection of its ecologies and coastographies. To halt
the destruction of the natural environment and prevent the loss
of Kumzari terms for the region’s diverse plant and animal spe-
cies and climate patterns, there is a pressing need for the people
of Kumzar, along with eco-minded and ethical linguists, to work
alongside biologists and ecologists to identify and preserve Mu-
sandam’s biodiversity. Further cooperation might include nurtur-
ing sustainable, rather than destructive, tourist development, and
pioneering technological advances, such as using wastewater to
supply the nutrients necessary to produce algae and using the
sugar-filled waste material from date farming as an organic en-
ergy source for the production of algae (Darley 2022) to create a
circular economy.

Efforts to preserve the Kumzari language must also con-
sider the needs of the people of Kumzar in relation to their envi-
ronment. The ecological turn has enabled the humanities to “con-
tribute to building a more ecological civilization where people
meet their physical needs, their needs for wellbeing, and their
need to find meaning, in ways which protect and enhance the
ecosystems that life depends on” (Stibbe 2021a, 7). The pay for
fishing (especially sardine fishing) is low, and due to commercial
fishing, many local fish stocks have been exhausted. Thus, the
livelihoods of Kumzar villagers must be secured, in addition to
the ecosystems on which they depend to survive. Establishing the
Musandam Peninsula as a Biosphere Reserve under UNESCO’s

Man and the Biosphere (MAB) Programme would help to support
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harmonious and sustainable interactions between biodiversity
conservation efforts and the socio-economic well-being of
Kumzari villagers.

The underwater environment of Kumzar is especially de-
serving of more ecological analysis. While we know limited terms
for shells and coral, like mahhar ‘oyster’, jo’ar ‘pearl’, gisr ‘coral’,
dam ‘a type of coral’, and words for some echinoderms, like ‘sea
cucumbers’ (kér pacak) and ‘sea urchins’ (lumba), more research
is needed to identify the shells and the flora of the seabed, most
likely with the help of conchologists and malacologists. In fact,
sea cucumber is a delicacy on the Musandam Peninsula, and sea
urchins are the most abundant invertebrate in Musandam. Fur-
ther, as the stars have always been central to navigation, re-
searchers might inquire more into Kumzari celestial terminology,
such as names of constellations—Ilike kandarkas for ‘Orion’s belt’.

Additional research is needed to explore olfactory termi-
nology related to nature. For instance, the verb xalafa is used to
say something, namely water, ‘smells bad’. Also deserving of fur-
ther exploration is the use of certain materials in interactions
with animals, such as ‘birdlime’ (mansab), an adhesive used in
trapping birds, and materials made from animals, such as ‘fish oil
wood sealant’ (sill). Future studies may also identify medicinal
plants (such as barg ‘a medicinal leaf’), trees,'” berries, and flora

in general.

17 Several trees have been identified by English speakers, such as badam
‘nut tree’ and sumr ‘a type of acacia tree’, but more scientific identifica-
tions are needed.
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Kumezari is not just a ‘language’ (majma) and socio-cultural-
tribal-clan identity, but a way of coastal living—a way of ‘being’
in nature and the world. Thus, the preservation of Kumzari is as
much an ontological concern as it is an environmental one. A
language is not an object, but a human endeavour to “create new
worlds” (Pennycook 2004). Linguistic analyses embedded in
ecopsychology might further explore the psychological dimen-
sions of Kumzari (O’Dell fc), the construction of subjectivity and
understandings of self in relation to nature in Kumzari culture,
and environmental ethics in traditional Kumzari culture. An
ecopsychological analysis can also further uncover how ecocul-
tural factors shape important aspects of Kumzari cognition and
social interdependence. Similarly, further ecocritical analyses of
Kumzari oral literature will likely reveal more about how the
aqua environment of Kumzar is expressed and constructed in sto-
ries about the sea, such as fishing and sailing songs, folktales,
wedding songs, gawals, work songs, proverbs (matal), and lulla-
bies. In passing down the Kumzari language to the youth of
Kumzar, attention might also be paid to the central role of ecol-
ogy in language education.

As environmental crises are reflected through language,
more work is needed to excavate how the current environmental
crises of Kumzar are being expressed in language and narratives.
Furthermore, the impact of the COVID-19 ‘plague’ (dayit) on the
villagers and ecosystem of Kumzar is still unknown. However,
the coronavirus crisis stands to produce “new stories and, some
would argue, a new civilization that combines radical views on

language, environment, and ecolinguistics” (Zhou 2021, 470)
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and is founded in bio-ecological awareness. As Stibbe (2021a, 2)
explains, due to the global pandemic, “there has never been a
more urgent time or greater opportunity to find new stories” for
“[w]e are now in a position where the old stories are crumbling
due to coronavirus and the increasingly harmful impacts of cli-
mate change and biodiversity loss.” Now is the time for a radical
embodied ecolinguistics (Steffensen and Cowley 2021) to lie the
foundation for an ecologically minded future in Kumzar rooted
in the bio-ecological awareness and eco-languaging of Kumzari.
The future of Kumzari—and the abundant animal and plant spe-

cies in Kumzar—depend on it.
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