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This is a Master

This is a Master

Who came from America
To drink from the Tigris
And from the Euphrates

This is a thirsty Master
He will drink

All the oil

In our wells and poison
All the water

In our rivers

This is a Master
Who will eat thousands of our children
Thousands after thousands

After thousands

This is a Master

Who came from America
To drink blood

From the Tigris

And from the Euphrates
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The Destiny of Modern Syriac

Arab Christian identification should be a privilege to those who truly believe
in their Arab identity; those who do not should be entitled to practice their
human right to self-identification as Assyrians, Suryanis Aramaeans or Chal-
deans. Appellations do not matter, but unity and survival of Syriac-speakers do
matter.

In as much as Syriac language is concerned, if democracy prevails then the
above-mentioned Program can undoubtedly serve as an excellent model for the
maintenance of Syriac throughout all Middle East countries which are, after all,

the historical homelands of Syriac-speakers.

* Professor Emeritus, Northeastern Illinois University, Chicago.

1 . For practical reasons the appellations ‘Aramaic, ‘Syriac’ and ‘Assyrian’ are loosely used inter-
changeably in this study.

2. Obviously, Aramaic has inherited thousands of ancient Assyrian words simply because the
two languages co-existed for centuries and also because they belong to the same Semitic family
of languages.

3. Fargues (1998: 48), among others, uses the term for all Christian in the Arab world.

4. There were delegations from Lebanon and Syria and other countries of diaspora representing
Suryanis and Maronites.

5. Law of Administration for the State of Iraq for the Transitional Period, March 8, 2004. See
specifically articles 30/c and 53/d.

6. There is an unsubstantiated reference that even Hunayn himself and many others converted to
Islam under Caliph Mutawwakil’s persecution (Yeor, 1996: 233).

7. In fact, the security situation in Iraq after Saddam is at its worst.

8. These courses continue due to the increasing demand for qualified Syriac language teachers.
For details, see Syriac Education in the North of Iraq: Facts and Figures. San Diego: Friends of
the Syriac Education, 2000.

9. Since the fall of Saddam’s regime, the Iraqi Ministry of Education has approved the establish-
ment of schools in Baghdad and Kirkuk for which the primary language of instruction is Syriac.
Just recently, the Iraqi Ministry of Education approved the inauguration of a central Directorate

General for Syriac Language Education.
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where the language is still actively spoken, used in church services and in print
and taught at schools. With 1991 a gleam of hope loomed in the horizon of
Syriac with the initiation of Program as described above. Thus far the Program
has been able to prepare hundreds of Syriac literate youth who can carry the
torch of its maintenance for much longer. More importantly, if the Program
continues for twenty more years, Syriac will have a sizeable contingent of Syriac
language scholars. Everything hinges on the prevalence of democracy. Democ-
racy helps civilizations and cultures to burgeon, while dictatorship and radical-
ism suffocate them. Without the prevalence of democratic governments in the
Middle East, Syriac will highly likely face its demise by the middle or end of
the 21st century. One of the strategies to avert such a gloomy and pessimistic
prediction is to promote a sense of Suryani ethnic and national identity among
Syriac-speaking population of the Middle East countries based on the universal
conventions of human and ethnic minority rights side by side with the Arab,
Turkish, Persian or Kurdish rights. The Syriac-speaking community in Iraq is
struggling to promote its ChaldoAssyrian ethnicity as a people and its Syriac
language and Christian religion as two pillars of that ethnicity. Without the
latter two a people and its ethnicity are seriously vulnerable to shift and even-
tual loss. After all peoples throughout history do not disappear as a result of
massacres and genocides; they rather disappear through a slow but steady loss
of language and religion through assimilation which leads into what one can
appropriately call ethnocide. More significantly, if a people or ethnic group,
consciously or subconsciously, readily accepts affiliation or conversion to other
ethnic groups, its action amounts to what could be called ethno-suicide in that
it unresistingly adopts, as well as promotes, another ethnicity. Unfortunately,
there are many historically Syriac-speaking people in the Arab world who ac-
cept the label ‘Arab Christian’ without even feeling that they are undergoing a
self-imposed, self-induced and self-inflicted shift of ethnic identification. The
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throughout their long history as neighbors, their relationship had undergone
periods of tension and, at times, even instances of bloody skirmishes. However,
that was in the past and the two peoples and neighbors should earnestly embark
on assessing their present and future relationship. Now is the time when both
sides should begin to plan for the development of a prospective working and
survival relationship that is long-term in duration and strategic in nature. In
terms of suffering, both have been maltreated in the past by ultra-nationalistic
majorities in the countries in which they have been residing- Turkey, Iran and
Iraq. All those common characteristics and long coexistence in the region have
allowed them to share a folkloric culture that is quite similar. The folkloric
commonality is best evidenced through the costumes they wear, foods they
serve, lyrics they sing and rhythms they dance.

As the focus of this study is on Syriac language maintenance, the pivotal role
the Program plays lies in the fact that raising a new generation of young liter-
ates in Syriac will prolong the life of the language up to three future generations
because by the time this new generation departs, its impact will be felt on at
least the next two generations. If democracy prevails in the Middle East and
the human rights of minorities are preserved, the Program can really serve as a

model for all states where Syriac-speakers reside.

9) Concluding Remarks

Everywhere around the world, including the native homelands and the coun-
tries of diaspora, the future of Syriac is very bleak; in fact, in diaspora, Syriac
is doomed to extinction in a few generations. The only way to survive a few
generations longer in diaspora is through further draining the remainder of
Syriac-speaking population from the native countries. In both cases, it will be
the doomsday for Syriac which is already a potentially endangered language.

Of all the places where Syriac seems better maintained has been in Iraq
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o The Program is a tremendous effort in the direction of dialect leveling
which linguistically implies the reduction of the differences among those dia-
lects through enhancing their commonality and coherence. This process of dia-
lect leveling will eventually promote a standard variety of the Syriac language.
This trend of language leveling and standardization is the best linguistic and
cultural service the speakers of a language can afford themselves as a people to

consolidate their nationalistic identity.

« A more holistic assessment of the effectiveness and objectives of the Pro-
gram should realistically be in terms of the cumulative hours it affords for the
actual use of the native tongue in authentic communication both spoken and
written. The generative cycle of school, home and community (as in Figure 3,

above ) certainly allows the Program to secure those objectives.

o The Program in conjunction with other supporting professional training
courses has already managed to prepare hundreds of youth highly qualified in
Syriac language who will, in turn, lead the promotion of language for the next

generations.

8.3. Future Prospects the Program for Language Revitalization

Any prediction made about the future prospects of the program depends
primarily on the geopolitical and political situation in the Middle East, in gen-
eral, and in Iraq and the Kurdish region, in particular. The specific political and
working relationships between the Kurds- as the majority in the region- and the
ChaldoAssyrians- as a minority—is of prime significance in this regard. At least
for the last fifty years, the relationship between the Kurds and ChaldoAssyr-

ians has been very cordial and the coalition has been fairly effective. Certainly,
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School

Community

Figure 3: Schematic representation of a generative cycle

required for the maintenance and revitalization of a language.

 Females represent almost 50% of the total learners, which is a ratio that
has never been reached in the known history of modern ChaldoAssyrians. This
very high representation of females in the Program has significant bearing on
the maintenance of the native language because it will lead to a high percentage
of native-language literate mothers a condition which is the most conducive for

children’s acquisition of the oral and literacy skills of the mother tongue.

« Native language promotion is intimately associated with the promotion of
the native cultural heritage. The Directorate General of Syriac Education has a

twin body under the name of the Directorate of Syriac Culture.

« Native language instruction is strongly propagated and reinforced through
the mass media in the form of newspapers, magazines, radio/television broad-

casting and most recently electronic media.
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8.2.  Effectiveness of the Program for Language Revitalization
The effectiveness of the Program is based on several criteria, foremost of which

are:

 The Program is unique in that it is the first time instruction in the native
language is administered through a central organ called the Directorate Gen-
eral of Syriac Education, which is a body of the Ministry of Education of the
Kurdish regional government. The Directorate is in charge of designing and

implementing the instructional curriculum.

o The curriculum is uniformly implemented by native speakers of the lan-

guage in all Syriac-speaking areas within the region.

» Language instruction is authentically contextualized in the triangular en-
vironment of school, home and community, which is the best habitat for the
maintenance of a language through a generative cycle. To further highlight the
significance of this feature, one has to assume that school alone is not capable of
realistic language maintenance without the continuous support of the commu-
nity and home. It is the latter two that actually preserve the oral circulation of
a given language. In other words, a realistic maintenance and revitalization of a
language requires the active and complementary collaboration of three sources

of language generation: community, home and school as in. Figure 3 below:

» Language usage represents a complete array of communicative and educa-
tional functions in all fields of life [humanities, social and natural sciences] and

knowledge at all formal and informal modes.
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al preparedness of teachers in handling comprehensive instruction in Syriac
covering a wide array of content areas: mathematics, natural sciences, social
sciences and humanities. Faced with this serious language deficiency, intensive
language proficiency courses for the teachers were conducted. As for the text-
books, especially in content areas, they were almost non-existent. Thus, there
was a serious urgency for creating them primarily by translating appropriate
textbooks existing in Arabic for other parts of Iraq. Where and when appropri-
ate, such textbooks have been properly edited and modified to be in line with
the ChaldoAssyrian cultural, national and patriotic goals. So with barely con-
venient school buildings, with continuing teacher preparation and in-service
training, and with modest quality textbooks, the Program of Syrianizing the
educational curriculum was practically implemented in 1993. Since then, there
has been improvement in school buildings, in the language preparedness of the
teachers and in textbooks quality and content. Presently, there are more than
50 textbooks in Syriac covering all subjects included in the curriculum. Also,
there are now more than 50 schools in the program which have, thus far, edu-
cated more than 10,000 students.

These schools are all run by the Directorate General of Syriac Teaching,
which is a body in the hierarchy of the Ministry of Education in the Kurdistan
region. The Directorate is responsible for the overall administration, curricu-
lum design, teacher training, and textbooks preparation for the Assyrian lan-
guage instruction.

Since most of those schools are in the Kurdish region, strategically, the Kurd-
ish political parties— both PDK and PUK- should bear in mind that during the
last five decades the ChaldoAssyrians have been the most loyal ally to them in
their struggle for national and political rights. This loyalty should be reflected
in any political decision-making by the Kurds with regard to the ChaldoAssyr-

ians and their political, linguistic and cultural rights and responsibilities.
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8.A Model for Syriac Language Maintenance

During the last two decades, the leadership of the Assyrian Democratic
Movement [abbreviated hereafter as ADM], which had been part of the govern-
mental coalition in the self-rule Kurdish region of Iraq adopted and initiated
instruction in content areas at both elementary and secondary levels in the As-
syrian [Syriac] language. This has been a very important step with far-reaching
consequences for a realistic revitalization and maintenance of Syriac.

With the approval of the Kurdish authorities in the region, an educational
program was inaugurated in which Assyrian (Syriac) is either the primary lan-
guage of instruction [cross-curriculum] or only a language item in the curricu-
lum required by all ChaldoAssyrian students. In the first case, all instruction
is administered in Syriac, while Kurdish and Arabic are taught as the regional
languages with English as a foreign language to facilitate inter-community and
cross-language communication. In the latter case, the instruction is adminis-
tered in Kurdish, while Syriac is a language requirement restricted to Chal-
doAssyrian students. This unique situation of granting the ChaldoAssyrians
the opportunity to practice their human rights in conducting the education
of their children in the native language is, hopefully, the result of the growing
democratic awareness among the Kurdish majority in their treatment of the
other native and/or ethnic national minorities coexisting with them. Below are
the most salient characteristics of the Syriac language program [abbreviated

hereafter as Program]:

8.1. Structural Nature of the Program and its Scale

Initially, the Program began with the implementation of instruction in Syriac
at the elementary level, which required the preparation of buildings, teachers
and textbooks. As for the professionally qualified teachers, there was a general

shortage, but the deficiency was specifically felt in the linguistic and profession-
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7. What to Do?

Therefore, if Syriac is to be humanely promoted and maintained, interna-
tional pressure has to be brought upon those countries to adhere to the above-
mentioned declarations and, at least, implement their basics. If, however, inter-
national pressure may be seen by some such states as a form of interference in
their internal affairs then the move should willingly come from such states as
part of an overall package for democratization which they claim to be planning
to adopt. If such countries are willing to move in this direction, their move will
be a good impetus for the native speakers of Syriac to become more proactive
in taking the necessary measures to revitalize their language in its spoken and
written forms. Examples of such measures can be in the form of establishing a
few formal schools approved by the states concerned for instruction in Syriac
not just as a subject in the curriculum, but also as a medium of instruction for
a complete curriculum (Odisho, 2001: 14-15; 2004: 189). The latter means that
all subjects are taught in Syriac except for the majority languages of the country
and regions and other foreign languages. If such measures are adopted, it be-
comes incumbent on all churches and social and educational organizations run
by Syriac-speaking population to sponsor native language programs besides
their religious, social and educational programs.

Concentration of population and the growth of population are both of ut-
most importance for active circulation of oral communication in the native
tongue. Concentration of population in certain locations may be prompted
from within the community, but it will be hard to achieve without the assist-
ance of the states concerned. As for the growth of population, the only means
to envisage its realization would be through reversed migration of population
in diaspora. It should be admitted, however, that reversed migration is only
conceivable if stability, security and economic conditions were to be realistic

enough to trigger the return.
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Item 1 of Article 2 further emphasizes the contents of Article 1 by stating:
“Persons belonging to national or ethnic, religious and linguistic minorities

have the right to enjoy their own culture, to profess and practice their own re-

ligion, and to use their own language, in private or in public freely and without

interference, or any form of discrimination”.

Items 2 and 3 of Article 4 identify the measures that states should take to

guarantee the implementation of the rights.

Item 2 reads:

“States shall take measures to create favorable conditions to enable persons
belonging to minorities to express their characteristics and to develop their cul-
ture, language, religion, traditions and customs, except where specific practices

are in violation of national law and contrary to international standards”.

Item 3 reads:

“States should take appropriate measures so that, wherever possible, per-
sons belonging to minorities have adequate opportunities to learn their mother
tongue or to have instruction in their mother tongue.”

None of the Middle East countries abides by the contents and the spirit of
those universal declarations; in fact, none of those countries has the slightest
commitment to the implementation of the declarations. On the contrary, there
is every piece of evidence that those states commit serious violations of the hu-

man rights, especially of the minorities within their jurisdiction.
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Figure 2. Language shift in diaspora across three generations.

plement human rights, in general, and more specific political, religious, cultural
and linguistic rights for minorities. Amongst the most significant declarations
and conventions pertinent to those rights is the Universal Declaration of Hu-
man Rights (1948) which stresses human right to freedom in decision making
and decent life. The Declaration on the Rights of Persons Belonging to National
or Ethnic, Religious and Linguistic Minorities (1992) of the United Nations is
more to the point with regard to specific rights of national and ethnic minori-
ties throughout the world. This is a document that in addition to identifying the
specific political, social and economic rights of minorities, it exactly highlights

their linguistic and cultural rights. For instance:

Item 1 of Article 1 of the Declaration reads:
“States shall protect the existence and the national or ethnic, cultural, reli-
gious or linguistic identity of minorities within their respective territories, and

shall encourage conditions for the promotion of that identity”.

Item 2 of Article 1 reads:
“States shall adopt appropriate legislative and other measures to achieve these

ends”.
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their L1, such the greetings, courtesy expressions, names of native foods and
festivals and isolated words embedded in the context of L2 sentence structures.
Their discourse in their native language, if any, is heavily loaded with L2 in
the form of code-mixing and code-switching between L1 and L2. For further
illustration, notice the schematic representation of language shift across three
generations in Figure 2 below in which the light-shaded area represents the
first generation for which their native language (L1) is dominant. As the first
generation (G1) members stay longer in the host country they gradually begin
to learn L2, but their children second generation (G2) members become profi-
cient in L2 while maintaining some communicative proficiency in L1; in other
words, they become bilingual with L2 more functional in daily life. Their grand
children --third generation-- (G3) located in the dark-shaded area grow up en-
tirely acculturated and assimilated in L2 and C2 (second culture) both of which

function as their native language (L1) and native culture (C1).

In light of the above sociolinguistic and ethnic dynamics of language ero-
sion and loss in diaspora, Syriac is undergoing a very serious threat to its very
existence in diaspora. Any hope of Syriac language maintenance and survival is
more realistic in the native homelands of its speakers if their human, national,
religious and linguistic rights are constitutionally and administratively guaran-

teed.

6.4. Absence of Guarantees for Human Rights of Ethnic Minorities

With greater growth and awareness throughout the world of the democratic
principles and their implementation by various governments and administra-
tions around the world, an equally greater attention has been demanded by var-

ious international organizations and conventions to observe, promote and im-
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tries immersed amongst highly educated populations with very powerful na-
tional languages expose Syriac speakers to sweeping waves of acculturation fol-
lowed by assimilation within three generations of settlement in those countries.

Details of this assimilation process will be the focus of the following section.

6.3.  Accelerated Syriac Language Loss in Countries of Diaspora

In order to save time and space in our approach to analyze the process of
erosion of Syriac language among the immigrants in countries of diaspora, the
focus will be on the loss of Syriac in the United States as the location of the
largest concentration of Syriac-speaking immigrants.

Sociolinguistic research on ethnic languages survival in the United States is
replete with evidence to the effect that such languages sufter serious erosion
once they come into direct real-life contact with English. The erosion intensifies
with the second and third generations. With the second generation, most of the
speakers become bilingual in the native language [L1] and the target language
[L2], while with the third generation, usually L2 [English] becomes so domi-
nant in almost every aspect of life that it functionally replaces the ethnic lan-
guages and becomes the L1 for them (Odisho, 1999: 3). Furthermore, if those
ethnic minorities settle in urban areas and actively interact socio-economically
with the mainstream society, there is a good body of evidence that the shift
from L1 to L2 is often so rapid that by the third generation L1 is functionally
non-existent (Baker, 1997: 43; Odisho, 1999: 5; 2001: 5). Without new waves
of immigrants following the old ones, the children of almost all ethnic groups
in the technologically advanced countries with large urban centers will lose
their language with the third generation and sometimes even with the second
generation (Odisho, 1999: 12). L1 erosion becomes faster with smaller ethnic
groups whose settlement lacks population concentration in one place. Usually,

members of the 3rd generation are left with only the ceremonial elements of
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tion [against Syriac speakers and other ethnic and religious minorities], lack
of security and stability [typically represented by the lengthy Lebanese civil
war], coercion by the dominant dictatorial one-party systems [such as in Iraq,
Syria, and Iran] lack of employment opportunities, and worst of all the series
of bloody wars that Saddam’s regime in Iraq initiated have all led to massive
displacement and immigration of Syriac speakers to all parts of the world, es-
pecially to Europe, North America and Australia. As a result of this large-scale
immigration, which still continues unabated, the Syriac-speaking population
has been drastically decimated. In Iraq, Iran and Lebanon more than half of
the population has been lost to immigration. The loss in Turkey has even been
worse. Since the Christian massacres of WW I, the number of Syriac-speaking
population that left the Tur Abdin region exceeded that of the remaining popu-
lation (Ishaq, 1990: 189). In 1960s, there were about 100, 000 Syrian Orthodox
in the southeast region of Turkey. Now there are only about 5,000 (Jubilee
Campaign, 2005: 3). This drastic drop in population in recent years has been
attributed to worsening economic conditions and the on-and-off clashes be-
tween the Turkish government and the local Kurdish population. Without a
radical change in the overall political philosophy of the Turkish administration
towards Syriac speakers, Syriac language in Turkey is doomed to extinction.
With Turkey’s intention to join the European Union, it should seriously redress
its religious and ethnic discrimination against minorities, through a policy of
religious, cultural and linguistic tolerance. Until that policy is implemented,
Syriac in Turkey is a gravely endangered language.

Interestingly, the loss in Syriac-speaking population is less acute in Syria
than in Iraq, Iran, Turkey and Lebanon because of relative stability. Besides, the
concentration of population in one region, that is more rural than urban, has
helped maintain their language better at least in its spoken form.

The colossal drain in Syriac population and its resettlement in foreign coun-
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a momentum that if this trend were to continue the language would face its ex-
tinction by the middle or end of the 21st century. There are several reasons that
lead to such sad and tragic prediction. Foremost among such reasons are the
following: a) The Shrinking domain of Syriac circulation; b) Political turmoil
in Middle East resulting in mass immigration of Syriac speakers; c) Accelerated
Syriac language loss in countries of diaspora; and, d) Absence of any constitu-
tional guarantees for national and political rights of ethnic minorities in the

Middle East. Let us shed light on each of the above reasons.

6.1. The Shrinking Domain of Syriac Circulation

The pervasive rise of nationalism among Arabs, Persians and Turks, in par-
ticular, and Moslem fundamentalism, in general, throughout the Middle East
have directly or indirectly promoted their native languages through the exten-
sive manipulation of the educational systems and media at the expense of all
minority languages including Syriac. In all Middle East countries, where Syriac
speakers live, there are hardly any constitutional or administrative privileges
that grant the ethnic minorities the right to maintain and teach their native
languages. The overwhelming majority of the younger generations of Syriac-
speaking people have been gradually and steadily growing more fluent in their
non-native languages at the expense of losing competency in their native Syriac.
This loss of Syriac is accelerated with the massive migration of Syriac speakers
from rural to urban areas where the dominant languages are Arabic, Farsi or
Turkish. Simply, any urbanization of minority population accelerates the ero-
sion of their native languages due to total immersion in majority languages. Un-

fortunately, this has been the prevalent trend during the last half of a century.

6.2. Mass Immigration of Syriac Speakers

A wide variety of reasons including overt religious and ethnic discrimina-
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campaign of revitalizing Syriac [Assyrian]. Throughout the 19th century, the
region of Urmia in Iran and parts of Hakkari experienced a serious revitaliza-
tion of their native language. A certain variety of Syriac was promoted in edu-
cation and writing which by the end of the 19th century and the beginning of
the 20th century developed into a sort of modern Standard Written Language
[SWL], the details of which are documented elsewhere (Odisho, 1988).

The emergence of SWL among the so-called Assyrian speakers of Syriac,
most of whom resettled in Iraq after WWI, has been one of the reasons for the
more active maintenance of Syriac among this particular community of the
Syriac-speaking population. After WWI, the displacement of the majority of
Syriac speakers came as renewed serious blow to Syriac. The displacement ex-
posed SWL to the danger of collapse since most of its speakers and users were
killed or reduced to homeless and wretched refugees.

Between 1920s and 1950s there were several attempts in all regions where the
Syriac-speaking population resided to pay more attention to the maintenance
of Syriac. Thus Syriac was taught in private schools as well as in churches.
Most church-based schools had one or two hours of instruction in language per
week. Rarely was Syriac used as a medium of education in schools with a com-
plete curriculum. Although published literature on language maintenance and
revitalization indicates that language, any language, cannot be maintained via
schools alone, nevertheless a school with complete curriculum in Syriac is far
more effective in this regard simply because of additional hours of immersion
in language. More effective language maintenance, however, is the joint and col-
laborative function of community, home and school each of which enhances the
role of the other (Odisho, 2004). This triangular approach, which is the most
pragmatic and rational strategy to language maintenance and revitalization, will
be further elaborated on in due course.

From 1950s until the present time, Syriac has been losing ground with such
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speaking communities in the Middle East. It is noteworthy that all parishes of
the [Assyrian] Church of the East, whether in homeland or in diaspora, have

never ceased using Syriac as the only medium of their services.

5. Outcomes of Deterioration

The drastic loss in the population of Syriac speakers, from tens of millions
into a couple of millions, the loss of a specific homeland with which Syriac had
been politically associated, the reduction in its status from a lingua franca of
the Greater Middle East to a minority language, the decline in its function as a
medium of a major religion and an instrumental tool of human civilization to
a marginal language all jointly represent a catastrophic worsening in the status
of Syriac. In fact, the worsening puts Syriac in a very precarious situation that
qualifies it for consideration as a potentially endangered language. Linguistical-
ly and civilizationally, the anticipated demise of Syriac will amount to a human
tragedy that the world awaits to see if precautionary measures are not taken to

prop up its maintenance.

6. Endangered Status of Syriac

With the 16th century and throughout the 17th and 18th centuries, Syriac
was on the verge of virtual extinction. Its literacy skills were confined to the cler-
gy and a small selection of individuals and self-educated devotees. The spoken
language was invaded by the local non-Syriac languages to such an extent that
it was practically incapacitated or depleted not only with foreign loanwords, but
also with morphological and syntactical borrowings. In most regions, especially
among the Suryanis and Maronites, the erosion continued to the extent that
Syriac was virtually overwhelmed by Arabic languages. The same would have
been true with Syriac speakers of Urmia region of Iran and Hakkari region of

Turkey if it were not for the European missionaries who initiated an extensive
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4.2. Faster Loss of Syriac in Urban vs. Rural areas

According to the rules of language maintenance and erosion, minority lan-
guages can resist erosion more effectively when they have more well-defined
social, religious, economic and physical borders [boundaries]. In other words,
when minorities have population concentration in a homeland which enjoys
economic, social and religious autonomy, language maintenance is more con-
ceivable. Generally speaking, such borders are more effective in isolated rural
and/or mountainous areas than urban areas in which the majority language
dominates. For instance, when Baghdad became the capital of the Abbasid
Caliphate and grew larger into the dynamic center of scholarship, it attracted
most of the intellectuals, professionals and top translators to move and settle
in it. For instance, Jibrail bin Bakhtishu was invited by the Caliph ManXUr to
come to Baghdad from Jundishapur to remedy his ailment. He settled in Bagh-
dad thereafter and his descendants continued to serve as the medical advisors
to several Abbasid Caliphs. Similar professional circumstances made Kunayn
bin Is¥aq move from the rural town of al-Kirah on the Euphrates and settle in
Baghdad and lead the most extensive and massive enterprise of academic and

scholarly translation in the history of world human civilization.

4.3. Faster Loss of Syriac with Greater Direct Contact with other Languages
There are clear indications that the loss of Syriac as a vernacular among the
Melkites in favor of Arabic earlier than other Syriac-speaking communities,
such as the Maronites and the Nestorian Assyrians, was partly attributed to the
concentration of Melkites in urban centers dominated by the Arabic literary
culture of Sunni Islam (Haddad, 1970: 20). On the contrary, the geographic
isolation of the Nestorian Assyrians in the rural and mountainous regions of
Turkey was the primary reason for their maintenance of Syriac, in both daily

communication and church services, much better than all of the other Syriac-
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1965. With the consolidation of the Arab administration and the prevalent use
of Arabic as a medium of education and knowledge, Syriac began to recede in
the face of fierce competition from Arabic.

The loss of literacy skills among the populace usually results in confining
those skills to a few literate individuals and the clergy the latter of whom ad-
minister the religious rites and church services to the populace. More impor-
tantly, when a language ceases to be used in liturgy and church services, the
cessation indicates a very negative turning point in the maintenance and sur-
vival of that language; in fact, it represents the nadir in the level of language
maintenance. This turning point does not only imply that literacy among the
natives of the given language has receded, but it also, most likely, implies that
the natives either retain minimum oral proficiency skills or they have already
lost them completely. The loss of the native language represents one of the
strongest indications that a given people is on the verge of complete accultura-
tion and assimilation.

Let us consider some of the times and dates of Syriac language erosion and
loss. The Melkites and Syrian Jacobites replaced Syriac with Arabic in conduct-
ing their church sermons from the 10th century. The Maronites showed more
resistance to the replacement (Maila, 1998: 32). With the Arab occupation of
Syria in 635 and Persia in 644, the majority of the Jacobites became Arabized
over the next three centuries and that their West Syrian dialect survived only as
an ecclesiastical language, while Arabic became the language of commerce and
literature (Wessels, 1995: 87). Although it is impossible at present to indicate
precisely when Syriac ceased to be the vernacular of most of Syrian Christians,
it is reasonably clear that the 9th and 10th centuries saw a rapid decline in the
use of Syriac and that, by the 11th century, Arabic was dominant both in speech
and writing (Haddad, 1970: 15).
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a general timeline is, nevertheless evident. There are ample pieces of evidence
indicating that a decisive turning point in the erosion of Syriac began during
the Abbasid Caliphate more towards the middle and end of it (Hitti, 1967: 361).
Interestingly, the erosion, and eventually the loss, has been effected in different
forms such as: a) loss of literacy skills [reading and writing] among populace
prior to oracy skills [listening and speaking]; b) loss of language in urban areas
prior to rural areas; c) loss of language with greater and more direct contact
with competing languages specifically Arabic. In the next sub-sections, further
light will be shed on the above forms of language loss and the approximate tim-

ing of the erosion and loss.

4.1. Loss of Literacy Skills among Populace Prior to Oracy Skills

With any live language, the number of literate people tends to be less than
the number of its speakers because the acquisition of literacy requires addi-
tional efforts either through formal education, such as in schools, or informal
education such as in churches and homes, the latter often in the form of private
tutoring. When one uses the term ‘Syriac civilization, it should not be taken
lightly as if it is an exaggeration. Over the centuries, speakers of Syriac have
produced impressive liturgy, wealthy literature and extensive knowledge in sci-
ence, medicine and philosophy. It was the powerful Syriac language that was the
medium of propagating the above achievements of Syriac civilization. Indeed,
so great was the prestige of Syriac poetry in the 5th century that this posed a
source of embarrassment for Greek cultural chauvinism (Brock, 1999: 152). The
late Professor Voobus very assuredly states that the Syriac civilization was the
pioneer in presenting to the world the first Christian university by Mar Narsai
around the year 470 (Vo6bus, 1989: 11). Details of the structure and the stat-
utes of this university have been documented by V6obus in two of his books:

The Statutes of the School of Nisibis, 1962 and History of the School of Nisibis,
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ing from the councils of Ephesus of 431 and Chalcedon of 451 led to different
schisms, in general, and the separation of the Eastern Churches, in particular.
Besides, the Syriac-speaking Christian population in the Middle East was po-
litically and geographically associated with different empires, namely Roman,
Byzantine, Persian, Arabian and Ottoman. The vastly incompatible, at times
antagonistic, strategic, political, religious and cultural interests among those
empires created different environments for the theological and philosophical
interpretation of certain beliefs and rites of Christianity which sharpened the
controversies and widened the schisms. Certainly, those schisms have been a
major factor in weakening the Christian population in both religion and lan-
guage in the face of Islamic faith and Arabic language. Generally speaking, the
fragmentation of the non-Muslim minorities, especially Christians, and their

dissentions increased their vulnerability and malleability (Yeor, 1996: 339).

4) Patterns of Deterioration

With regard to the religious conversions, the outlines in section 3 above suf-
fice to identify the nature of such religious conversions. Although these con-
versions have seriously eroded the Christian community, they have not been
as devastatingly erosive as the linguistic conversions. The gradual erosion and
loss of Syriac language deprived the Christians of one of their most significant
and salient pillars of their ethnic identity be that the Assyrian, Babylonian, Ara-
maean or Suryani ethnic identity. It was the loss of language that constituted
the first significant step in the direction of religious conversion. In the process
of acculturation and assimilation, it is usually the linguistic conversion that
precedes the religious one.

The erosion or loss of Syriac within different Syriac-speaking communities
has occurred at different periods of time, some much earlier than others. Al-

though there is no absolute agreement on the times and dates signaling the loss,
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dad, swarms of Christian physicians, translators and other intellectuals headed
to Baghdad (Thomas, 2003: vii). Also many Syriac-speakers of rural areas began
to move to urban areas. The urbanization resulted in the gradual linguistic Ara-
bicization of the elite of Syriac speakers as well as the ordinary populace.

It is quite reasonable to assume that the scholarly and intellectual enterprises
at the early stages of the Abbasid period constituted a renaissance in Islam
(Kraemer, 1992: 4) which began with the founding of Bayt Al-Hikmah and
the sponsorship of the massive translation movement. Indisputably, the chief
architects and builders of Bayt Al-Hikmah and the executers of the transla-
tions were primarily the Syriac-speaking Christians. Thus if this period may be
the most fluorescent one in the Islamic-Arabic civilization, it is, unfortunately,
the most erosive to the very fabric of the Syriac linguistic, religious and ethnic
identity. Generation after generation, those giant intellectuals gradually slipped
into the Arab and Islamic identity through incentives, temptation, accultura-
tion, assimilation or coercion. This period represented the peak of the overall
linguistic, religious and demographic change in the map of the Middle East.
The whole period from the Arab conquest to the Mongol invasion embodies
a remarkable example of massive cultural, linguistic and religious transforma-
tion of the region. The transformation began with Arabization and ended with
Islamization.

Syriac had resisted the pressure of Greek, but it could not withstand the
encroachment of its powerful sister-language, Arabic (Segal, 1953: 143). Segal
gives examples of the extent of linguistic encroachment of Arabic on Syriac
grammar and poetry. He cites Severus bar Shakko’s appeal to Syrians to pre-

serve their own [linguistic] identity (Segal, 1953: 143, ft. 5).

3.5. Schisms within Christians

The Christological controversies among Christians, especially those result-
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HarUn al-Rashld followed by the larger Bayt al-Kikmah of al-MamUn (Good-
man, 1990: 484), Arabic began to secure the upper status and role in transla-
tion. Though the translators clung to their native Syriac language, they, in the
course of time, were unable to resist the pressure of the changing cultural [and
linguistic] climate around them and had to reconcile themselves to living with
the Arabic language (Rosenthal, 1975: 6). One can readily notice the gradual
erosion of Syriac and the dominance of Arabic across generations. For instance,
Kunayn bin IsXaq [died 873] was more proficient in Syriac than his son Is¥aq
[died 910] and nephew Kubaysh bin Al-Xasan, both of whom were more profi-
cient in Arabic. Interestingly, the intergenerational shift in linguistic proficiency
and the change in religious faith are the best indicators of a swing in favor of
Arabic language and Islamic culture and faith. In terms of gradual accultura-
tion and assimilation of ethnic and religious minorities into the majority, it is
not a surprise to find out that Kunayn’s son IsXaq and Thabit ibn Qurrah’s
[died 901] son Sindn [a Sabiian] converted to Islam (Hitti, 1951:552). Equally
interesting is the name of Kunayn’s nephew which hardly has any linguistic and
cultural clues of being a Christian name; on the contrary, it sounds more Arabic
and Moslem. Many such conversions into Islam of renowned figures in liter-
ary and intellectual realms, such as the poets Abu Tammam [ca. 804-850] and
Al-BuKturl [ca.820-897] (Hitti, 1951:553-4), had been commonplace. Thus, one
can conclude that on the long run, the loss of population through conversion by
coercion, enticement or natural acculturation and assimilation processes have
been the underlying dynamics that transformed the Syriac-speaking population
from a majority into a minority.

At the early stages of the Arab conquest, both the urban and rural areas were
dominated by Syriac speaking population; consequently, it was the new Arab
settlers who learned Syriac [Aramaic] (Morony, 1984: 170; Trimingham, 1990:
224). When the Arabs dominated the urban areas, such as Damascus and Bagh-
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ment and coercion. For instance, during the patriarchate of Michael I [744-768]
24,000 Copts in Cairo and the vicinity accepted Islam and so were exempted
from taxation [for more details see, Wessels, 1995: 21]. Similarly, Caliph Mahdi
[775-785] used torture to force the Christian tribes near Aleppo to become
Moslem (Yeor, 1996: 88-9).

As opposed to the dwindling number of Christian population due to conver-
sions, there was a huge increase in Arab Moslem population due to continued
nomad tribal migrations that spread out over two centuries (Donner, 1981: 94-5;
Yeor, 1996: 44). Commenting on the ratio of Christian population to Moslems,
it is assumed that the balance tipped off in favor of Muslims in the beginning
of the 10th century. Specifically, their population seems to have fallen sharply
around the 14th century mainly under the pressure of the Mamelukes (Samir,
1998: 82-3; Fargues, 1998: 50). What has happened to the Christian population
in the Middle East beginning with the Moslem Conquest until this very day
amounts to demographic hemorrhage (Bailey and Bailey, 2003: 13)

3.4. Domination of Arabic Language and Islamic Religion

Once the Islamic administration was firmly established, Syriac as a native
language was forbidden by Caliph Abdul Malik [685-705] to be used in admin-
istration (Yeor, 1996: 60); instead Arabic language was fostered by its universal
use as a medium of government, culture and commerce, in general, (Holt et
al, 176) and literacy and education, in particular. This gradually helped a firm-
ly-established Arab administration to emerge with less dependence on non-
Muslim population and non-Arabic languages, typically Syriac. For instance,
in the early stages of the Greek heritage transmission, the translations were
first into Syriac and then into Arabic; however, in the later stages, especially
during the Abbasid era, the translations were directly into Arabic (Hitti, 1967:
310; Rosenthal, 1975: 7). In fact, with the founding of Khizanat al-Rikmah of
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of Syriac speakers and the linguistic marginalization of Syriac. From the very
advent of Islam and Arabic, there followed steady and massive waves of religious
and linguistic conversions that took different forms. Some were coercive (Yeor,
1996: 88) and others were the natural consequence of cultural and civilizational
contact in which one side was in a much stronger position than the other.

On the one hand, although after Islam Christians were granted the status of
dhimml, meaning individuals belonging to the category of ‘People of the Book’
who benefit from the physical protection of the Muslims, Islam used direct and
indirect means to proselytize the Christians. The direct means were blunt co-
ercion and order to accept Islam such as what happened with Banu Tanukh of
Aleppo (Hitti, 1967: 360; Wessels, 1995: 3). Islam is in fact a political and reli-
gious system which can exert pressure when it wants to on non-Muslim groups
(Samir, 1998: 72). Besides, the Islamic religious system imposed a regime of
limited tolerance of non-Muslims which eroded their communities from the
bottom and the top. There were all kinds of economic, social or political incen-
tives to lure Christians into Islam (Samir, 1998: 74). Moreover, specific taxes
such as that of jizya [4 ;J! head tax or per capita tax] and khardj [z!,%J! land
tax] were imposed on them partly to create sources of income for the Moslem
administration and partly to remind them that they did not belong to the core
society. Besides, they were at times subjected to humiliations which were in-
dicative of their inferior position in society (Wessels, 1995: 20; Yeor, 1996: 91;
Maila, 1998: 32). In order to avoid those taxes many opted to convert to Islam.
Around 760, the taxes on all Christians were doubled which led to a steady
stream of conversions [to Islam] as a form of ‘tax evasion’ This also gave im-
petus to the 9th century flight of Christians to Cyprus including a large group
of Maronites” (Wessels, 1995: 21). Distinct instances of mass conversions were
common throughout the different phases of the Islamic Caliphate. After the

Arab conquest, a number of Christianized Arab tribes suffered defeat, enslave-
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Arab identity since they feel they have their own distinct non-Arab ethnic and
cultural identity. For instance, all Assyrians [Nestorians] in their homelands
and other countries of diaspora together with an increasing number of younger
generations of Chaldeans, Suryanis and Maronites claim their own historical
ethnic identity regardless of the different appellations as Assyrian, Chaldean,
Suryani, Aramaean, Phoenician or Maronite. Recently, with the fall of Saddam
Hussein’s regime, the Syriac-speaking community in Iraq held a Unity Confer-
ence in October 2003 one of the primary resolutions of which was to identify
their ethnicity [nationality] as ChaldoAssyrian rather than Arab or Kurdish
ethnicity and their language as Syriac rather than Arabic. In reality, the Chal-
doAssyrian ethnic identity of Syriac speakers in Iraq has been explicitly and
officially stated in legal documents of post-Saddam era.

The conceptual approach adopted in this study is that the term ‘Arab Chris-
tians’ should be used only for those Christians who have willingly adopted
an Arab ethnic identity, but it should not be a generic and all-encompassing
identity label for all Christians residing in the Arab countries. Any such gener-
alization amounts to a violation of the political, ethnic and nationalistic right
to self-identification of ethnic groups who are not Arabs or are reluctant to be
identified as Arab. Unfortunately, there are many Christians who accept the
label without even feeling that they are undergoing a self-imposed, self-induced

and self-inflicted shift [change] of ethnic identification.

3.3. Loss of Population

At the birth of Islam in the 7th century, Christianity had become the faith
of the vast majority of the population of the Fertile Crescent and of Egypt
(Fargues, 1998: 49). The stronger the Arabs and Moslems became, the more the
conversion from Christianity to Islam and from Syriac to Arabic accelerated.

The end result of these conversions was the drastic reduction in the population
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3.2. Gradual Erosion and Shift in Ethnic and National Identity

In establishing any ethnic or national identity, religion and language are the
most essential premises for that identity. With their adoption of Christianity,
the religious identity of the Aramaic [Syriac] speakers became much stronger
than their ethnic and/or national identities. This centuries-old erosion of their
ethnic identity has made them an easy target of identity obliteration and loss.
More recently, it has opened the door for many Christians to identify them-
selves ethnically as Arabs thus coining the terms ‘Arab Christians’ and ‘Chris-
tian Arabs. The former term stands for Christians who are Arabs in ethnicity
and/or nationality as opposed to Christians who are English, German or Greek
in ethnicity, while the latter stands for Arabs who are Christians as opposed
to Arabs who are Moslems. Realistically each term has some sort of relatively
clear historical denotation. ‘Christian Arabs’ is indeed an appellation that has
historical rationale since there had been many Arab tribes who were Christians
before Islam and remained so for a while in the post-Islam era. The only pre-
caution invoked in this study is to guard against any liberal and loose generali-
zation of the two terms. For instance, the label ‘Arab Christians’ should be used
very cautiously and reservedly nowadays because of its serious implications
with regard to the present ethnic and national identity of the Christian popula-
tion in the Arab countries. After all, not all Christian communities regard their
Arab identity in the same way. Some identify with Arab culture [and ethnicity,
my insertion] more than others (Maila, 1998: 28). The Orthodox communities,
for instance, are the most ready to call themselves Arabs whereas the Lebanese
Maronite community has a difficult relationship with its Arab identity (Maila,
1998: 28; Wessels, 1995: 4). Although Maila does emphasize the fact that some
Christians are less willing to accept Arab identity, he offers them no other eth-
nic and cultural identity choice other than Arab. He, perhaps, inadvertently

ignores those Christian communities in the Arab world who do not accept the
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1928; Cook, 1983), Adiabene (Crone and Cook, 1977) or Osrhoene (Crone
and Cook, 1977; Trimingham, 1990: 128, 224) were too politically marginal
and obscure to stand as recognized states with complete and free political will.
In the absence of such free political will, it is difficult for an entity to maintain
political, social, geographic and economic borders [as in figure 1, below] to
promote its own language and maintain its survival against another invading
language- in this case the powerful language of Arabic and the prevailing reli-

gion of Islam.

Physical/Geographic/Political

Socio-cultural Border

Economic Border

Figure 1. The barriers or borders that help maintain a given language.
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Aramaic, the precursor of Syriac had already been a civilizationally affluent
language, with Christianity Syriac was further enriched and upgraded through
the process of Christianization (Wessels, 1995: 47). Soon after the Christiani-
zation of the Fertile Crescent region, Syriac became the language of medicine,
philosophy and science besides being the language of liturgy and literature. It
was through the medium of Syriac that Arabs were introduced to the Greek
medical, scientific and philosophical heritage.

With the pervasive spread of Arabic as the language of the fast-growing Is-
lamic religion and Arab administration, the flourishing Syriac civilization and
its powerful language began a trend of gradual deterioration in status until it
took a serious downturn with the Mongol conquest of Mesopotamia which was
the strongest blow to Christianity (Wessels, 1995: 30), Syriac civilization and
Syriac speakers. The following sections will shed further light on the causes,
patterns and outcomes of the deterioration. In sum, Syriac was reduced from a
major language of liturgy, literature and civilization to mere regional and local
impoverished dialects that barely survived until this very day under the name

of Modern Syriac.

3) Causes of Deterioration of Syriac
There is a wide variety of causes that triggered and reinforced the momen-

tum of deterioration. The following are some of the most significant ones.

3.1. Absence of a Political Entity

After the downfall of the Assyrian and Babylonian empires and several Ara-
maean kingdoms, Aramaic [Syriac] speakers did not have powerful political
entities in the form of recognized states over which they had independent po-
litical, social, economic and educational jurisdiction. The so-called states or

satrapies of AthUra (Rawlinson, 1859; Olmstead, 1948; Herzfeld, 1968; Jouguet,
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the core region, and Iran, Egypt and the Arabian Peninsula in the periphery. It
became the medium of the Christian religion not simply because Jesus spoke it,
but also because it was the most common language that the masses of the people
in Palestine and Israel spoke as their daily language as opposed to Greek which
was the language used primarily by the urban elites (Wessels, 1995: 46; Brock,
1999: 1 149). Aramaic had remained the unrivalled medium of literacy and civi-
lization for a period of at least one millennium stretching from the 7th century
B.C. to 7th century A.D. when Islam with its Arabic language dominated the
Middle East. With the rise of Arabic, Aramaic began to recede and dwindle in
influence, domain and number of speakers. The erosion of Aramaic in the face
of Arabic has continued unabated since then and it seems it is nearing its final
stage nowadays. Undoubtedly, other local Middle Eastern languages besides
Arabic, such Turkish, Farsi and Kurdish, have also contributed to the erosion of
Aramaic, especially in post Mongol Conquest and until this very day.

Because of the long life span of Aramaic, it has undergone several stages
of development and evolution. According to Beyer, the history of Aramaic is
best divided into three main sections: Old Aramaic, Middle Aramaic and the
Modern Aramaic of the present day (1986: 10). Beyer further divides Old Ara-
maic into Ancient Aramaic, Imperial Aramaic, Old Eastern Aramaic and Old
Western Aramaic. Middle Aramaic stands for the variety of language associated
with the evolution of Christianity (Beyer, 1986: 43) as a popular faith and the
source of burgeoning liturgy and literature. It is this variety of Aramaic that is
usually identified as Syriac and more specifically as the dialect of Edessa (Trim-
ingham, 1990:128; Healey, 1991:12; Brock, 1999: 149). Linguistically, it should
be pointed out that it was Syriac that served as the first language [L1] of Christi-
anity through which it was propagated among the masses. Greek and Latin have
always been restricted to the literate elite and the upper classes of society. Thus,

they actually functioned as the second languages [L2] of Christianity. Although
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of genocides; it is acculturation and assimilation that eliminates their identity.
c) Present and future chances for its maintenance and survival. d) The inap-
propriateness of the term ‘Arab Christians’ as an ethnic identification for all
Christians in the Arab world. e) Need for linguists and Semitists to focus more
on the endangered status of Syriac and strive to create better conditions for its
maintenance by attracting the attention of local governments, international or-
ganizations and other concerned individuals to rise to the occasion.

The discussion in this paper is conducted in terms of human rights and
the right of peoples and ethnic groups to identify themselves in terms of the
linguistic, religious, cultural and historical parameters which are most realistic
and pertinent to their identity. The discussion is kept away from any bias to or
against any ethnic, religious or nationalistic entity. From the ethnic perspective,
the primary fact this study aims at highlighting is that no majority has the right
to impose its identity on the minorities and no minorities should be forced into
a situation where they have no choice but to affiliate themselves ethnically with
the majorities. The Syriac-speaking people, whose origin is traced back to the
Assyrians, Babylonians and Aramaeans, have coexisted with Arabs for millen-
nia and have shared with them much of their history and culture, but ethni-
cally each people retains its own ethnic identity. It is the free adherence to the

autonomous identity that determines the course of the discussions below

2) Historical Background: Syriac the Descendant of Aramaic

Aramaic began to appear as a distinct language in the Middle East since the
12th century B.C. By 8th century B.C,, it was the lingua franca of the Greater

Middle East including Palestine, Israel, Mesopotamia, Syria and Lebanon in
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The Destiny of Modern Syriac

1) Introductory Remarks

I have attended the last two International Congresses for Syriac Studies
[Symposium Syriacum VIII, IX] and will plan to attend the forthcoming Sym-
posia partly because I am a linguist with interest in Syriac language and partly
because Syriac, which I consider now a potentially endangered language, hap-
pens to be my native tongue. Interestingly, most of the presentations during the
Symposia tend to be about the past states, forms and achievements of the lan-
guage as if Syriac is fossilized in the past. Only few and occasional studies tend
to relate to its present status. Obviously, there is a significant difference between
Syriac as a linguistic entity of the past and between its status as a live language
through potentially endangered.

This study aims at highlighting several points, foremost amongst which are:
a) Modern varieties of Syriac are still in daily circulation as the native language
of over a million people in the Middle East and elsewhere in the countries

of diaspora. b) Peoples, cultures and languages do not disappear as a result
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Also about the continuation of ceasing ( Panipal ) magazine and not providing
our union with the monthly promotion.

Finally we renew our promise to our colleagues the Syriac writers that we will be
their voice to continue demanding our legal rights whenever we find the opportunity
and in different responsible official circles. We ask you for more work and offering

for better future.

The extensive meeting of the Syriac

Prominent educated writers

Alqoush 14. 7. 2012
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a positive step to deliverance of all marginal, negligence and expulsion that affected
our native Mesopotamian culture, identity and our existing for ages in order to acti-
vate our real role in the national cultural scene.

We also wish that our esteemed church cultural institutions to offer more efforts
to expose our ancient real heritage and Syriac language into daily activities and al-
locate its respectable site in corresponding, writing and other activities to be an alive
part in our daily life and behavior.

It is our duty all to encourage and support those who learn the Syriac language,
its teachers and cadres in our school and cultural institutions that work and do their
best in spreading and teaching the Syriac language and in the illiteracy campaign for
different ages which is considered a sacred national duty.

As to the national level we are still waiting for more care, concerned and support
to our Syriac language that is taught in Baghdad, Kirkuk, Mousl and other Iraqi cit-
ies and to increase its weekly periods in schools being and approved on language in
the national constitution. Also to form specialized committees at different levels to
determine the demands that could lead to rising and progress.

At the same time we are at wonderments of not teaching the Syriac language in
the schools that have been opened recently in some districts of the Neniva plain and
other areas according to the modern sample (The Europeans), neglecting teaching
in them the mother tongue ( Syriac ) as a human and constitutional right for this
section of people.

Regarding the care for Syriac culture and our educated people, negligence is still
observed clearly by the responsible parties in the government despite our continuous
demands.

We also wonder about the unjustified delay to open the Syriac department in one
of Erbil or Dohuk universities up to now.

Also we concerned about not starting the Syriac Scientific Assembly in Erbil
despite the availability of the academic and readiness cadre for the required pro-

gramme.
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Statement
The extensive meeting of the Syriac prominent

educated people held at Algoush
On the 14th of July 2012

In continuation with the first extensive debate session that was held at Hamdanita
centre — Qaraqoush, on the 24th of Feb. 2012, the Syriac Writres’ Union held its sec-
ond debate session at Alqoush in the morning of Saturday the 14th of July 2012 with
participation of the Syriac prominent educated people aiming to comprehend and
evaluate the reality of the Syriac cultural scene.

At the beginning of the session the presence had a prolonged and elaborated
discussion with the articles of the first statement ( Baghdiada Statement ) regarding
the role of our educated people and the relationships among our cultural institutions
demanding more approach , coordination, stabilization and holding participated
activities that support and expose our original culture and heritage, and their roles
in the humane and cultural construction that support the unity of the cultural target

and the legal demands of our educated people. Today we are quite in need for such
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the Syriac language at Salahaddin University, despite the continuous assurances to
implement our demand and the last certainty regarding the act was the letter from
the presidency office of Kurdistan Region assuring the necessity to open the depart-
ment but in vain . Also we are at wonderment of reasons that led to stop publish-
ing (Panipal) magazine and it is the only magazine published regarding our Syriac
culture by Kurdistan Regional Government /Ministry of Culture/The Syriac General
Directorate for culture, and we also feel greatly unjustly treated for not having been
allocated a financial share to the Syriac Writers’ Union by Kurdistan Region Govern-
ment despite positive promises by all.

Finally we promise our colleagues of the Syriac Writers’ Union that whatever the
circumstances would be, we would be committed to our responsibility to say the free
word that expresses our culture and privacy in a spirit filled with mutual approach
and coalescence together on the land of the forefathers the country Bethenahrain

(Mesopotamia).

The Extensive Meeting of the Syriac Writers
Qaraqosh-Baghdaida 24/ 2 / 2012
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At the time we invite our all educated people and cultural institutions for more
mutual approach and stabilization of bonds among them as our target is to serve
the culture of our people and aspire for the better as to day we are in need for such
approach and cooperation in order to activate the role of our writers to serve our
fair and justified causes. Also to bring out the role and importance of our national
language and our original Syriac culture, we ask them more care and interest in the
in common cares and problems and not to limit their writings to historical and her-
itage issues but also to write about our suffering, pains and aspirations that became a
duty and responsibility for us all. Let’s write more in transparency and in the frame
of unifying our cultural Syriac speech and its message directed to others and to our
own people.

We are amazed of the negligence and ignorance by the responsible parties in the
Iraqi Government for our cultural institutions and the educated of our people the
very damaged and hurt section of the marginal and eliminated behavior the ex gov-
ernments practiced against, whereas we had the hope that after the change in regime
and the fall of dictatorial system in Iraq that the new comers would offer special
care and importance to our Syriac culture, its pioneers and cadres. As it is an origi-
nal spring and deep-rooted of the Bethnahrain (Mesopotamia) heritage, in order to
compensate what we had missed and what had been done to us and to our culture of
damage, destruction and unjustly treated so that we could redonate the bright role
to the Syriac culture within the national cultural scene.

Today we ask the responsible parties in the Iraqi Government regarding our de-
mands that whatever the causes were they wouldn’t be justified for such and ob-
served negligence.

We are living difficult circumstances, complicated and threatening our existence
in our homeland.

In Kurdistan Region we ask and demand the responsible parties the necessity

to establish the Syriac Scientific Assembly and to open a special department for
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Statement
The extensive meeting of
the Syriac prominent educated

People held in Baghdaida
on 24th of Feb. 2012.

"'fll}‘l'i f STV
LN
O\ " Gy

At the extensive debate session in the centre of Hamdaniya - Qaraqoush on the
24th of Feb 2012 which was organized by the Syriac Writers’ Union with the promi-
nent educated people and after an extensive discussion regarding the Syriac cultural
scene, the presence haulted before several important points amid our educated peo-
ple which have obvious effect on the Syriac cultural scene of which are the discharges
of immigration of a great number of our educated people from Baghdad and some
other unstable cities to other places and abroad . The weakened relationship and
coordination among some of cultural institutions due to the new reality and the ef-
fects of the political situation in addition to the negligence and insufficient support
by the official departments to our cultural institutions and our organizations that

work in this field .
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of the magazine and participate actively and pours into the direction that serve and
develops the Syriac culture with its all beautiful literal vocabulary.

Finally we repeat our regards and respect to the first pioneers who partici-
pated in publishing the magazine under its different titles and named (Nashrat Al-
Itihad, Hoyada, Alkatib-Alsyriany and today Saphroutha) also all the writers that
continued to supply its previous numbers. We promise all to keep on the same track
to serve our Syriac literature and culture in its all originality and deep effect on the

procession of national and humane culture.

syriacunion@yahoo.com
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own Magazine under the name of ( Saphroutha ) the first issue, and we can guaran-
tee to continuation of its procession and publishing it regularly at an average of once
every three months, depending on the faithful support of our Syriac writers and our
people inside the country and abroad. In the same time the Syriac Writers’ Union
confirms its support and Full cooperation to re-issue (Alkatib-Alsyriany) magazine
and appreciated this step. Today the ( Seprayoutha ) Magazine is to be published
to fulfill the cultural and literal media procession for our union in the hope that it
can have broadened share regarding the writings and participation Syriac language
as a decision of union board had been taken to publish the magazine provided that
the Syriac writings would occupy the largest number of the pages whereas the Ara-
bic department will include only the important researches and studies. It was also
decided to add pages in English and Kurdish with the similar aspects to the Arabic
department aims. We hope you could add in additional to your researches and cul-
tural participations more comments and suggestions that enrich the quality part
of the magazine to what suits the title it carries. We also would like to present our
thanks and regards to all the participants in directing this issue towards the light of
appearance and also to thank all supporters and those who encouraged us to take
the step and we say” The magazine will be a pulpit for all Syriac researchers poets,
and writers.” Our email address is below will be the gate through which we ‘Il receive
all you send to the magazine so that we can guarantee to continuation of its proces-
sion and publishing it regularly at an average of once every three months. We had
made this promise when we took our decision to publish the magazine hoping the
contents and design of this issue to be the ambition of the readers and aspirations
of the educated prominent groups assuring that the pages of the magazine are for
every one and welcoming any writer or thinker wishing to participate in enriching
the pages and the contents. We promise you that the magazine will stay a pulpit and
fertile lawn for the free honest and constructive word assuring that our generous
hearts will welcome every constructive and useful criticism, any right suggestion

and serious remark on the way to serve developing the performance and contents
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of the extinct regime, the cultural and national scene has become free and open for
every one to offer efforts, those already made and the urgent demands to issue the
magazine and the readiness that we sensed to participate and support it through
communications that we did receive. The committee in this concern despite our the
knowledge of the size of challenge and the heavy new responsibility that lies in the
possibility of publishing the magazine and its continuation and the financial pos-
sibilities of the union are still limited to donations. But this size of encouragement
made us accept the challenge, bear every thing and take the decision of issuing the
magazine in order to raise the voice of the union through its esteemed magazine in
the cultural fields. This magazine published in the mid-seventies of the last century
and under different names ( Nashrat Al-Itihad, Hoyada Magazine, lately Alkatib-
Alsyriany Magazine) and continued up to the eighties by the efforts of a prominent
group of Syric writers of our people like: Monsour Rouael Zakariya, Dr. Yousif Habi,
Zaia Namroud Canoon, Dr.Putrus Hadad, Audeishio Malko, Benyamin Hadad,
Aprem Shapera, Youarish Haido, Younan Hozaia, Shamouail Ermia, Fadhel Pola,
Pouls Shaleta, Robin Beth Shumouel, Saaed Shamaya, Younadim Benyamin, Adib
Goga, Bahnam Dawoud, Dr.Yousif Qouzi, Alias Matti Mansour, Hermiz Shish Gola,

Adil Dano, Dr. Bashir Tourly, and many other brilliant names.

(4)

The (Alkatib-Alsyriany) magazine was published in the mid seventies of the
past century and continued to appear till the eighties of that decade yet it was ceased
to appear for ( 10 ) years by force majeure. The last number of the magazine was
issued in 2002. It seem that (Alkatib-Alsyriany) magazine will be re-issued by the
Iraqi Writers’ Union / Syriac cultural Bureau, as we have been informed recently by
the mentioned Bureau in this regard. Actually the Syriac Writers’ Union had been
informed in advance the Iraqi Writers’ Union that decided to re-issue directly above
mentioned Magazine. In-fact the magazine was ready for printing and publishing.

But due to above mentioned reason, the Syriac Writers’ Union decided to issues it’s
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Alqoush asking and demanding the government and all responsible departments to
give the educated people and the cultural institutions enough care to develop their
living. These demands had been delivered to all responsible departments inside the
country; also they were delivered to international organizations where they were
welcomed. We are also in continuation with our efforts to serve our culture and our
educated people for what they had suffered in the past from pressure and tracing and
of what they suffer today of continual negligence, expulsion and marginalization

In its current course the union has worked to collect comprehensive informa-
tion concerning all its members and staff since its establishment and up to this day.
Registration books in this concern were systematized and they will be maintained
and updated through activities and cultural and literal participation of each member.
These registration books and information will be turned into a comprehensive book
containing all information, titles and activities for all the members of the union. On
this occasion we would like to thank all colleagues members of the union for their
concern and cooperation with us to achieve this work successfully which aims to
found a modern and updated data base for union, in order that all our writers would

be identified by their activities and literal work, products and pints.

(3)

On the other hand of what the union has had of support and encouragement
from our people inside our country and abroad who are interested in its extensive
cultural and different activities through the past two years of the age of its present
board and demanding them the necessity to issue a magazine belonging to the Syriac
Writers’ Union after along ceasing of (Alkatib-Alsyriany) magazine for well known
reasons of writers being exposed, because of their writings , to pressures and har-
assments by the ex-regime and its continual attempts to lessen its significance and
weakening its position and role through unjust decision by dwarfing the position of
the union changing it into a small marginalized office with imposing guardianship

in order to work in accordance with its interests. Today and after the termination
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support and communication by our writers abroad that in fact formed an additional

supporting power to back up the work of the Union.

(2)

In this course the union within it moral and national responsibilities to hospital-
ize and vitalize some special occasions by conducting cultural activities and events
that suits its importance and position giving it impact dimensions in the national
circle of which is the annual anniversary to the birth of the Syriac press which is on
the 1st Nov. of each year that represents new start in the cultural procession and na-
tive language. Also to revive the martyrs’ anniversary of our people on the 7th of Au-
gust of each year with sublime ceremonies and programmes and with distinguished
attendance that is eligible for the blood that flowed for righteousness freedom.

The union has also decided in its new course to issue a cultural comprehensive
calendar starting from April of each year for the occasion of Akito festival (Babylo-
nia and Assyrian New Year) that carries in its contents the most important achieved
literal and cultural activities during the year and also to highlight a group of our
Syriac culture pioneers and sober Publications, the union had indeed issued two neat
calendars during last two years celebrating Akito festival.

In order to make known of the richness and deep rooted Syriac culture the ad-
ministrative board found it necessary to be opened to similar unions and the differ-
ent cultural formations inside the country and abroad and to participate actively
in conference and international and local festivals in a way that reflect the bright
cultural side of our Syriac heritage, culture and language of which we can mention
the participation of the union in the literary international Erbil festival, Al Jawahiry
festival, Glaweezh festival and other important cultural activities.

The union also cared for holding extensive symposium with the Syriac promi-
nent writers in several districts to discuss the Syriac cultural scene and to be aware
and diagnose the most important obstacles and demand of each stage. Through

these symposiums the union had issued cultural statements from Baghdaida and
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(1)

After the outburst the activities of fourth Syriac poetic Bardisan festival in Dohuk

for the period 27-29th May, 2010 and as it is determined in rules procedure (by law)
of the Syriac Writres’ Unnion and on the 29th of May, 2010 the new administrative
board of the union was elected by the attendance of the general committee in ac-
cordance with legal stabilities. After that the new elected committee directly com-
menced its duty it started to put a dense programme for the literary and cultural ac-
tivities that cover the districts where our people exists around the year. The activities
in the past were restricted to the cities centers and included one poetic festival and
one literary conference every two years. This decision came to motivate the cultural
situation among the masses and in different institutions of our people for its impor-
tance during this difficult and sensitive stage that our people passing through. Also
the aim is to expand and organize cultural lectures, symposium, meetings, hosting
and visits to different places: Erbil, Kirkuk, Sulaimaniya, Dohuk, Baghdad, Ankawa,
Alqoush, Teleskif, Talkaif, Baghdaida, Koya, Armota and other districts. It was a suc-
cessful step that won approval, appreciation, encouragement and support from all
the above mentioned places and from all our religious, civil and cultural institutions.
That achieved great success quantitatively and qualitatively. In the amid of all this the
committee board of the union is studying and discussing carefully every step for the
purpose of developing and enriching the programme and it is known that all these
efforts and activities were and still achieved by the depended on the donations of its

members and supporters. We should not forget the encouragement and permanent
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