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Introduction

There is nothing in the custom of patriotism named Mus-
lim, Christian or Israelite, but there is something called
Iraq.

—Faisal 1, King of Iraq (1920-1933)

These words were reportedly uttered by King Faisal in 1921 during
a visit to leaders of the Jewish community of Baghdad.! The quota-
tion has become a famous symbol of Faisal’s ideals for the state of Iraq,
which had been established under a British mandate a year earlier. In
the new country of Iraq, all citizens regardless of religion were sup-
posed to be equal under the umbrella of Iraq as an Arab state, which
Faisal embodied because of his major role during the Arab revolt in
the Hijaz. This included the small but significant two to four percent
of Christians, the great majority of whom belonged to one of the four
churches of the Syriac tradition. After Faisal’s death, Chaldean Chris-
tians proudly repeated the words together with a number of other
quotations in an obituary in the Chaldean Catholic journal al-Najm
(The Star).> The Chaldean Catholic Church, which had its patriar-
chate in Mosul, was the largest of the four Syriac churches in Iraq and
staunchly supported the fact that Iraq was an Arab state. Al-Najm was
the Chaldean patriarchate’s official mouthpiece in the years 1928-1938
and throughout its years of publication we find words of support for
the new state and its king, as well as expressions of belonging to the
Arab nation. In line with these ideas, the journal was published in the

'Rashid al-Khayyun, “Mir Basri yu’arrikh li-yahid al-Traq ayyam al-wahda al-
wataniyya,” al-Sharq al-awsat, 14 Safar 1427/March 15, 2006, http://archive.aawsat.
com/details.asp?article=353029&issueno=9969. All translations from Arabic, Syriac
and French in this dissertation are mine.

*Al-Najm 5:7 (1933): 329-30.
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Arabic language only and Arabic was propagated as the language of
the Chaldeans, in complete harmony with the state’s official ideas.

When taking the current situation of Iraq into account, the appar-
ent optimism of the Chaldean Patriarchate about their future in the
country seems remarkable. In addition to that, the 20th-century his-
tory of Iraq is full of dark episodes concerning the treatment of its non-
Muslim communities. For the important community of Jews of Iraq,
the 1940s and the 1950s even led to an end of their presence, starting
with a pogrom in Baghdad in 1941 known as the Farhid and culmi-
nating in mass emigration to the newly founded state of Israel during
the years 1949-1951. At the Christian side, trust in the state of Iraq
underwent a major blow in 1933, when more than 600 Assyrian Chris-
tians lost their lives in the Simele massacre. Nevertheless, the first
couple of decades after World War 1 were characterized by a great op-
timism about the future of Iraq as a country in which Jews, Christians
and Muslims could live together as equal citizens under the wing of
an Arab government. The case of the Jews of Iraq, who formed a third
of Baghdad’s total population in the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury, is especially well studied and shows that integration into Iraqi
society and the Arab world was actively strived for by a large share
of the country’s Jewish elite.? But also for many Muslim intellectuals,
the state of Iraq offered new horizons for a progressive future of the
country.* As Orit Bashkin notes for both the Jewish experience and
that of the progressive intellectuals of the early years, the sometimes
dramatic outcomes of Iraqi history should not blind us when we look
at earlier times, when genuine attempts to promote equality of the re-
ligions were prevalent in all layers of the Iraqi elite.’ In other words:
we should see the efforts to promote coexistence and equality in the
early Iraqi state in their own right.

That being said, even in the early decades of the state of Iraq the
theory of religious equality within an Arab nation did not always ma-

3Orit Bashkin, The New Babylonians: A History of Jews in Modern Iraq (Palo Alto:
Stanford University Press, 2012); Aline Schlaepfer, Les intellectuels juifs de Bagdad:
Discours et allégeances (Leiden: Brill, 2016).

*Orit Bashkin, The Other Iraq: Pluralism and Culture in Hashemite Iraq (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 2009).

SBashkin, The New Babylonians, 138. In relation to the Farhiud, Bashkin calls this
tedency the “Farhudization” of Iraqi Jewish history.



terialize. In some cases this led to serious confrontations between
the state and specific parts of Iraq’s population. The reason for these
confrontations can partly be found in the fact that the idea of Iraq as
an Arab state accommodated most, but not all elements of Iraqi soci-
ety. The largest non-Arab group was that of the Kurds, who were for-
mally included in Iraq when the former Ottoman province of Mosul
became officially part of the country in 1925. Directly after the League
of Nations decision in Iraq’s favor, autonomy for this ethnically diverse
area was promised together with the recognition of Kurdish as an of-
ficial language. In the end, however, none of these promises came to
fruition: the northern part of the country did not obtain any special
status and Arabic remained the only official language.® This resulted
in several revolts and a lasting separatist movement. On the Christian
side, the greatest catastrophe was the Simele massacre of 1933. One
year after the independence of Iraq and the end of the British man-
date, more than 600 Assyrian Christians were killed in a series of mas-
sacres that would forever shape the way the outside world looked at
the treatment of the Christians in the country. The attacks specifically
targeted the Assyrians who had come as refugees from the Hakkari
and Urmia regions outside Iraq. This kept the other Christians out of
range, but the massacre went hand in hand with general anti-Christian
sentiments in society. Events like these may be seen as indicative of
the limits of tolerance within the Arab nationalist ideals of King Faisal
and the rest of Iraq’s political elite.

The Simele massacre of the Assyrians, which is dealt with in de-
tail in Chapter 1, is the event that most plainly shows how Iraq’s Arab
nationalist ideology was not fitting for all Christians. It raises the
question of how this relates to the apparent harmony between the
Chaldean Catholic Church and the state. Why did the Assyrians and
the Chaldeans have such different experiences in Iraq? And was Iraqi
society genuinely inclusive to the Chaldeans, or was the toleration
contingent on forced assimilation, and eventually bound to fail be-
cause the anti-Assyrian sentiments in Iraq were in fact anti-Christian
in nature? To a certain extent, the Christian situation is similar to that
of the Kurds and the other non-Arabs in the country, but at the same
time it is more complicated. The Christians in Iraq, who belonged

Peter Sluglett, Britain in Iraq: 1914-1932 (London: Ithaca Press, 1976), 135.
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to the four major denominations of Syriac Christianity (see below),
showed great variation in mother tongue and ethnic or national iden-
tification. As we saw in relation to Faisal’s quotation, the Chaldean
Catholic Church did not only propagate allegiance to the state of Iraq
and its king, but also embraced the Arab language and the state’s Arab
character as their own. On the other hand, members of the Assyrian
intellectual elite advocated a distinct Assyrian identification by pro-
viding education for themselves and by publishing books in the Classi-
cal Syriac and Neo-Aramaic languages. Despite being citizens of Iraq,
the state’s Arabness did not appeal to most of them, and the Simele
massacre of 1933 caused mass emigration. The two further groups, the
Syriac Orthodox and the Syriac Catholic, generally showed more sup-
port for the state but did not go as far as to identify as Arabs.” In other
words, while the Arab nationalist ideas, upon which the Iraqi state
was built, explicitly left room for Christians to take part in it, there
was great variation between the different groups as to how they saw
themselves as part of, or outside Iraqi Arab society.

By building a state on the ideology of Arab nationalism, non-
Arabs are by definition in a precarious position. In that sense, the case
of Christians in Iraq is no different than the case of the Armenians in
Lebanon in Syria or the Kurds and Turkmens in Iraq. However, what
is special about the Syriac Christiansin Iraq is that even though they al-
most all belonged to the Syriac branch of Christianity,® many of them
identified as Arab or had positive feelings about the fact that Iraq was
an Arab state, while others did not. As Syriac Christians, they had
a shared history and heritage, which can be traced back to the first
centuries of Christianity and possibly earlier, and which is character-
ized by the use of the Classical Syriac language and a shared liturgical
and literary tradition. Taking this into account, the above-mentioned
differences in participation in the state’s Arab character are striking.
Ranging from two extremes — 1) the complete rejection of identifica-
tion as Arabs to 2) the support of radical right-wing Arab nationalism

"The four groups I mention here are loosely defined at this point, but their defi-
nitions are problematic as some of the names may have different meanings according
to the context. Below I discuss in detail the Christian groups in Iraq and how I cate-
gorize them.

%Exceptions in Iraq are a number of Armenian Christians and foreign Catholic
and Protestant Christians, who are largely left out of this dissertation.



- this dissertation tackles the plentiful differences that arose along this
scale.

Language is one of the main keys to look at these differences.
Apart from the fact that language is seen in general as an important
factor for ethnicity and nationalism, it is usually the main factor given
by the main proponents of Arab nationalism itself: an Arab is some-
body with Arabic as their native language. For the situation of the
Syriac Christians in Iraq, language also serves as an excellent starting
point for explaining the differences in participation. The Syriac Chris-
tians were not homogeneous as to their mother tongues: those native
to bigger cities like Mosul and Baghdad had Arabic as their native lan-
guage, while those from outside these cities and those who came as
refugees from abroad spoke a certain form of Neo-Aramaic. Differ-
ences in native languages do not explain everything, however, since
there are cases where groups that have similar situations concerning
native languages show different tendencies in their identifications and
positions towards the state’s Arab character. The purpose of this dis-
sertation is therefore to carefully analyze the Syriac Christians’ use of
and thoughts about both Arabic and other languages, in order to find
out how the relation of the various groups of Syriac Christians in Iraq
to Arabic and other languages influenced their ability and willingness
to participate in the Arab nationalist project as it was being set up in
the new state of Iraq.

The Syriac Christians of Iraq are not the only people in the Arab
world whose language use is complicated enough to make their po-
sition in Arab nationalism undecided. This ambivalence is especially
an issue for the region’s non-Muslim groups, who all deal with one or
more languages other than Arabic. For some groups, this is because of
the presence of other languages than Arabic that are spoken as native
languages. It is even an issue for groups of which all members have
Arabic as their native language, because in virtually all cases there is
an ecclesial or liturgical language that performs a function inside the
church—an example is the use of Coptic by the Arabic-speaking Copts
of Egypt. Finally, educational efforts by European missionary and
aid organizations regularly caused Christians and Jews to get closer
to European culture by means of language, often to a greater extent
than they did with Muslims. The question how language worked as
a factor in the complex relationship between the Christians in the
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Arab world and Arab nationalism in the period 1920-1950 was the
subject of the Leiden research project Arabic and Its Alternatives: Reli-
gious Minorities in the Formative Years of the Middle East (1920-1950).°
The main problem that this project sought to address is the fact that
on the one hand the Arabic language, and not Islam, was regarded
as the main ingredient of being an Arab, allowing non-Muslims to
participate, while at the same time those non-Muslim groups usually
spoke or used other languages next to Arabic—hence the name of the
project.’® The present dissertation, which takes the Syriac Christians
of Iraq as a case study, is the result of one of its sub-projects, and stands
alongside another dissertation about the Jews of Baghdad and a mono-
graph about the Latin Catholics of Palestine."

For the Syriac Christians of Iraq, the ambiguity of their status in
Arab nationalism boils down to their use of Neo-Aramaic as a mother
language next to Arabic, as well as in the use of Classical Syriac as
a liturgical language. Usage of European languages like English and
French was limited despite the influence of Catholic and Protestant
missionaries, and does not seem to have been a factor that differen-
tiated them from Muslims. Differences in support of Arab nationa-
lism furthermore roughly correspond to ecclesial affiliation, accord-
ing to the four denominations of Syriac Christianity that were men-
tioned above. Apart from being separated by religious differences,
there is ample evidence that this separation was also visible on social,
political, and cultural levels. In other words, the different denomi-
nations corresponded to different groups in society. Yet at the same
time, these Christians were not unaware of their mutual similarities as
Syriac Christians. In the early twentieth century, a wider movement
to create cultural and political union between the different groups of

°This project was led by Professor Heleen Murre-van den Berg (Radboud Uni-
versity and formerly Leiden University) and was sponsored by the Netherlands Or-
ganization for Scientific Research (Nwo) for the period 2012-2018.

“Heleen Murre-van den Berg, “Arabic and its Alternatives: Language and Reli-
gion in the Ottoman Empire and its Successor States,” in Arabic and its Alternatives:
Religious Minorities and their Languages in the Emerging Nation States of the Middle
East (1920-1950), ed. Heleen Murre-van den Berg et al. (forthcoming).

"Sasha Goldstein-Sabbah, Baghdadi Jewish Networks in Hashemite Iraq: Jew-
ish Transnationalism in the Age of Nationalism, Leiden, Ph.D. dissertation; Karéne
Sanchez Summerer, Language and Religion in the Holy Land: Catholics, Nationalism
and Language Challenges in Palestine (1918-1948) (in preparation).



Syriac Christians became active. This movement was described as
“unity discourse” by Naures Atto and often known by the Syriac word
umthonoyutho, and it was so successful that nowadays there is little
disagreement that all Syriac Christians belong together as one nation,
even if there is disagreement about the name of this nation."” In Iraq,
however, the effects of this movement seem to have been limited un-
til the second half of the twentieth century. For this reason, a detailed
study of the use and the status of Arabic, Neo-Aramaic and Classical
Syriac in Iraq in relation to the Arab nationalism of the state of Iraq is
not only relevant for the study of Arab nationalism, but also for the de-
velopment of the unity discourse among the Syriac Christians in the
twentieth century.

The treatment of Christians in the historiography of Iraq of the
early twentieth century is in many cases limited to the horrible expe-
rience of the Assyrians in relation to the Simele massacre of 1933. At
the same time, King Faisal’s ideal of equality between Muslims, Chris-
tians and Jews is often mentioned in Iraqi historiography and all ac-
counts of early Iraqi patriotism highlight the Christian contribution
to it. In this dissertation, one of my aims is to show that a close look at
multiple kinds of cultural and political expression by the Syriac Chris-
tians in Iraq shows that both sides of the coin could exist together. The
Syriac Christians developed themselves as citizens of Iraq in multiple
ways. Some chose the path of assimilation and identified as Arabs;
others chose to highlight their separate identification, stressing their
similarity with their coreligionists abroad. These two positions and
everything in between can be found in Iraq. The case of the Syriac
Christians in Iraq shows the flux in which Arab nationalism remained
at the beginning of the twentieth century, and it shows the same of
the Syriac unity discourse.

Iraq and Arab nationalism

Iraq has a reputation of having failed as a nation state, which is sup-
posedly evident from its recent troubles in keeping the country uni-

*Naures Atto, Hostages in the homeland, orphans in the diaspora: identity dis-
courses among the Assyrian/Syriac elites in the European diaspora (Leiden: Leiden
University Press, 2011), 263ff.
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fied and caused by a set of misguided decisions around the time of
World War 1, leading to the shattering of various peoples across dif-
ferent countries. The discourse around the Sykes-Picot agreement
suggests that the separation of Iraq from other Arab states, especially
from Syria, was a Western invention with no rooting whatsoever in
the new country’s society. But while the role of Great Britain and
the Western-initiated League of Nations in shaping the future of Iraq
is certainly considerable, the enthusiasm of many intellectuals in the
first decades after the creation of the state of Iraq about the possibil-
ities that the new political order promised to provide is remarkable.
More importantly, even though many authors expressed their con-
cerns about the British presence, the same authors took for granted
that they now lived in a country called Iraq, separate from Turkey and
from the other Arab countries. Apparently, the creation of Iraq as a
state was not associated with British imperialism. To the contrary, it
did not take long until patriotist sentiments based on Arab national-
ism developed and consolidated. In this patriotism, the Iraqi nation
was seen as part of the Arab nation, and this was not seen as a con-
tradiction. Many Christian and Jewish intellectuals and members of
their clerical and secular elites supported and contributed to this pa-
triotism. A main argument of this dissertation is that within the vari-
ous groups of Syriac Christianity in Iraq there were large differences
in the extent to which they supported this patriotism and its Arab na-
tionalist fundaments. Here, I lay out how Iraqi patriotism provided
a framework that allowed some Christians to take part in the further
development of the Iraqi nation state.

The rise of Arab nationalism in the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth century has proven to be rather controversial among historians,
especially concerning the issue to what extent non-Muslim intellec-
tuals and activists have contributed to its development.”® However,
it is clear that the origins of Arab nationalism can be traced back to
the nineteenth century and there are strong indications that even the
partition of the Arab Middle East into the different modern-day coun-
tries has its origins from before World War 1. Today, there is scholarly
consensus that Arab nationalism is the eventual outcome of growing

BFor an overview about the developing historiography, see Hasan Kayali, Arabs
and Young Turks: Ottomanism, Arabism, and Islamism in the Ottoman Empire, 1908
1918 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997), 6-12.



opposition from the Arab provinces of the Ottoman Empire against
the central government in Istanbul. This opposition movement de-
veloped at the same time as the rise of the more general liberal op-
position against the authoritarian rule of sultan Abdiilhamid 11 (1876~
1909), who had cancelled the Ottoman constitution two years after its
proclamation. This opposition was known as the Young Turk move-
ment and was a continuation of the Young Ottoman movement.'# Self-
identification as Arabs among speakers of Arabic was on the rise in
this period, even though it did not yet translate to demands for inde-
pendence or even autonomy. The demands from the Arab opposition
rather concerned equality of the Arabs and the Arab provinces within
the context of the Ottoman Empire. In this period, the development
of an Arab identification, which can be called Arabism, was mainly
cultural and connected with a rise in literary production known as
the nahda or Arab renaissance.”> Both the political opposition and
the development of an Arab cultural identification were mainly con-
ducted by people from places in Syria and Lebanon. Cities that would
come to belong to Iraq, like Baghdad, Mosul and Basra, were less well
represented in this movement.

From the mid-nineteenth century, regional feelings in some
places translated to ideologies of belonging to a particular homeland.
Cem Emrence calls this phenomenon “concentrical homelands” and
stresses that rather than searching for autonomy or independence,
these homelands (Turkish vatan, Arabic watan) were “envisioned ...
within the Ottoman universe.”® The best-known case of this in the
Arab parts of the empire is Syria, which from the end of the nine-
teenth century featured a movement that Hasan Kayali called “Syri-
anism.”” Here, Syria was envisioned as a watan (homeland), and as
a political movement its goal was the “integration of Syria” within
the Ottoman Empire. The best-known spokesperson of this move-
ment was Butrus al-Bustani (1819-1883), a Protestant from a Maronite

“Ibid., 39.

For the distinction between Arabism and Arab nationalism, see Adeed Daw-
isha, Arab Nationalism in the Twentieth Century: From Triumph to Despair (Prince-
ton: Princeton University Press, 2003), 8.

®Cem Emrence, Remapping the Ottoman Middle East: Modernity, Imperial Bu-
reaucracy and the Islamic State (London: 1.B. Tauris, 2012), 42.

VKayali, Arabs and Young Turks, 42—43.
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background from Mount Lebanon who became a staunch supporter
of the Ottomanist ideology of the Tanzimat, where all Ottoman cit-
izens were equal regardless of religion. While he was in favor of the
Ottoman government—absolutely no separatist tendencies can be dis-
covered in his work—the homeland on which his attention was cen-
tered was Syrian rather than the Ottoman Empire.”® In his thinking,
remarkably many ingredients of post-war Syrian nationalism are al-
ready present: an identification as Arab based on the Arabic language,
Syria as the homeland (and not the Arabic-speaking world as a whole),
and equality between the different religious groups. The only impor-
tant ingredient missing to make it a form of Arab nationalism was the
wish to create a separate state. In Iraq, there is evidence that a similar
envisioning of an Iraqi “concentrical homeland” was present at the be-
ginning of the twentieth century. In fact, one of its propagators was
the well-known Christian author Anastas al-Karmili, who is discussed
in Chapter 5. The existence of these homelands, which correspond to
the postwar Arab states, partly explains why national identities could
develop so quickly after the war, or at least why the existence of these
countries was not questioned.

By World War 1, a cultural Arab identification was prevalent and
the Arab political opposition to the Ottoman policies was at its peak.
Until the last moment it seemed that the Arab oppositional organi-
zations would continue to support the Ottoman state in itself without
separatistideas.” Nevertheless, in the year before the war started, the
tide turned, and demands for autonomy were uttered more explicitly.
Eventually, it was the loyal Ottomanist Sharif Hussein bin Ali of Mecca
who led the Arab revolt in 1916 that would be of great significance to
the future of the Arab provinces as separate from the Ottoman Empire.
He was assisted by two of his sons, including Faisal, who was the de
facto leader of the revolt and who would later be installed as King of
Iraq. Initially, the revolt was not meant to be separatist, but contacts
with Arab nationalists elsewhere and British encouragement eventu-
ally caused him to fully embrace the search for independence. With
help of the British army, the revolt was a great military success, and

®Butrus Abu-Manneh, “The Christians Between Ottomanism and Syrian Nation-
alism: The Ideas of Butrus al-Bustani,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 11
(1980): 287-304.

YKayali, Arabs and Young Turks, 174-81.
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in 1920 Faisal was able to install himself as King of Syria for a short pe-
riod.*® The Syrian revolt did not take place in Iraq, where the British
themselves conquered the whole country from the strategic port city
of Basra at the end of 1914 to the Ottoman province in 1918, right af-
ter Istanbul’s signing of the Mudros armistice. The British conquest
took place within the framework of Arab nationalist resistance against
the Ottoman Empire with a promise of eventual Arab self-rule in Iraq.
However, after the war British control was made official by the cre-
ation of a League of Nations mandate.

After the French had ousted Faisal as King of Syria after four
months of rule, the British nominated him as king of the new manda-
tory state of Iraq, mainly because of the authority he had for his role
in the Arab revolt. While the British kept tight control over the coun-
try, Faisal and his government were free to help develop a state based
on the basic ideas of Arab nationalism. As such, the years of the man-
date (1920-1933) were very important for the country’s later future as
an independent Arab state. Even if the great majority of the rulers
always came from the country’s Sunni minority, they consistently in-
vested in state institutions that were relevant for the whole country.”
This also included the Kurdish north, officially included into the coun-
try after a League of Nations decision in 1925, even though the Kurds’
cultural (non-Arab) demands were not met within the framework of
Arab nationalism. Apart from being an instrument to organize the
state, Arab nationalism also implied opposition against the unpopular
British presence. Especially after the formal independence of Iraq in
1933, the opposition against the British became stronger, as the latter
had formally handed over the authority but still kept influence on key
issues such as oil and foreign policy. Especially at the end of the 1930s,
the anti-British sentiments were at a high point, culminatingin an anti-
British coup d’étatin 1941, when the new government chose sides with
Germany. A more pro-British government was then quickly installed
after Britain had invaded the country, but the larger role of national-
ism in Iraqi politics in general was not reversed. The late 1940s saw
also the rise of pan-Arab nationalism, with explicit solidarity with the

*°See Ali A. Allawi, Faisal 1 of Iraq (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2014),
chapters 4-8.

*Adeed Dawisha, Iraq: A Political History from Independence to Occupation
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2009), 6.
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other Arab states, especially concerning the events in Palestine, and
the wish to create a single Arab state. Iraq took part in both the 1948
war between Israel and the Arab countries and in some endeavours to
form a union with Syria.

Arab nationalism in Iraq theoretically allowed the Christian pop-
ulation to assimilate to become Arabs. However, it limited participa-
tion on an ethnic basis: the point is whether a Christian identified
as an Arab or not. For the Syriac Christians of Iraq, this is a crucial
point, because the definitions of Arab nationalism that most thinkers
use only allow part of Iraq’s Syriac Christians to adopt an Arab iden-
tification. George Antonius, one of the most famous theoreticians
and a Greek Orthodox Christian himself who was born in Lebanon,
but a “true Arab” given the many Arab countries in which he lived,
was one of the many who defined an Arab as somebody who speaks
Arabic.** Antonius explicitly gives a few examples of Christian com-
munities in the Middle East that he recognizes as Arabs, such as the
Copts, the Greek Orthodox and Catholic, and the Maronites. Even if
it is questionable if these communities unanimously regarded them-
selves as Arabs, for Antonius it is clear, since there is no question that
they speak Arabic.”® The situation is as clear for the Armenians, who
do not speak Arabic and are therefore no Arabs. Of the Syriac Chris-
tians, Antonius only mentions the Assyrians, who were not included
in his definition.** The other Syriac Christians are not explicitly men-
tioned. Strictly following Antionius’ definition based on speaking the
Arabic language, in fact only part of the Syriac Christians are included
in his definition, since some of the Syriac Christians have Arabic as
their mother tongue and some are Aramaic-speaking. The situation

**George Antonius, The Arab Awakening: The Story of the Arab National Move-
ment (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1938). Antonius accepts the idea that the people
who in modern times form the Arab people are descendants of people who originally
became Arab through what he calls “linguistic” and “racial Arabisation.” This idea,
which is significant given the value that was given to race in the thirties when the
book appeared, explains why Antonius feels comfortable giving non-racial and non-
fixed criteria such as speaking a particular language for the question if one ought to
be regarded as an Arab or not.

»H. Murre-van den Berg, “The Language of the Nation: The Rise of Arabic
among Jews and Christians (1900-1950),” British Journal of Middle East Studies 43,
no. 2 (2016): 178-79.

**Antonius, The Arab Awakening, 365. Cf. Murre-van den Berg, “The Language
of the Nation”: 178n.
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for the Syriac Christians is therefore more complicated than for the
other Christian groups in the Middle East.

The question whether the Christians in Iraq could count as Arabs
has various consequences. One of them concerns the issue whether
they would be considered a minority, or rather be counted as part of
the majority. Forming just two to four percent of the population, the
fact that the Syriac Christians are a minority in Iraq may seem obvi-
ous. However, in the early twentieth century the term “minority” was
more of a novelty that was highly indicative of the new politics of self-
determination, which was developed during World War 1 and in the
period afterwards. Benjamin White points this out in his monograph
about minority policies in French mandate Syria, noticing that while
most secondary literature about the French mandate uses the word
minority for the country’s non-Muslim groups for all periods without
questioning it, the French administration itself did not use the term
until the early 1930s.>> White argues that by using the word minor-
ity for the early mandatory period of Syria, the divide into a Sunni
Arab majority and various minorities characterizing the later indepen-
dent Syrian state is (unconsciously) anachronistically adapted to the
French mandate.?® As the modern conception of the term minority
rapidly developed in the period immediately after World War 1, it ap-
pears that various non-Muslim groups in the Middle East did not wish
to be regarded as part of a minority. Vivian Ibrahim shows this for in-
fluential groups of Copts. These Christians, who actively took part in
the Egyptian struggle for independence of the 1920s, did not want the
Copts to be subject to minority protection schemes as they were set
up by the League of Nations, and refused to accept proportional rep-
resentation for Copts in parliament.>’ It can therefore not be taken
for granted that recognition as a minority is neccesarily regarded to
be in the group’s advantage. In relation to Arab nationalism, Arabic-
speaking Christians may rather want to stress what they have in com-

*Benjamin T. White, The Emergence of Minorities in the Middle East: The Politics
of Community in French Mandate Syria (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2011), 2.

*Ibid., 2-3.

*’Vivian Ibrahim, The Copts of Egypt: The Challenges of Modernisation and Identity
(London: I.B. Tauris, 2010), 73-75.
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mon with the Muslim population in their countries and frame them-
selves as part of the majority instead.

For Iraq, there is ample evidence that part of the Christians in the
country actively sought protection from the League of Nations as a
religious and ethnic minority. This is the case for at least part of the
Assyrian Christians in the country.?® As indicated, this is the group
most often pointed at in political histories of modern Iraq and there-
fore their minority discourse is (probably not on purpose) presented
as representative for all Christians in Iraq. In addition to that, current
discourse on Assyrian and Aramean identification often dismisses the
possibility of a Syriac Christian to be an Arab at the same time.*® Both
factors may be responsible for a bias about the possible ethnic or na-
tional formations in the past. In this dissertation, I use evidence from
mainly literary and religious works to show that ethnic and national
identifications of Iraqi Christians have greatly varied over time, and
that the responses of the Iraqi Syriac Christians to the developing Arab
nationalism show a wider range of possibilities than most general his-
tories show.

Iraq and the Syriac Christians

Syriac or Syrian, Assyrian, Aramean, Chaldean, Nestorian, Jacobite—
these are only the most commonly used names for the Christians of
Iraq that this dissertation concerns. All terms refer to either part of
or all of the “Syriac Christians,” as academic literature often refers to
them. All of these terms can be found in books, reports, archives,
news articles, and on the Internet, and while none of the terms means
exactly the same, they are all related and partly overlap with one an-
other. This confusion is partly caused by religious differences—the

*Hannah Miiller-Sommerfeld, Staatliche Religionspolitik im Irak gegeniiber Ju-
den, Assyrischen Christen und Bahd’i (1920-1958), 2015 (unpublished Habilitationss-
chrift), and H. Miiller-Sommerfeld, “The League of Nations, A-Mandates and Minor-
ity Rights during the Mandate Period in Iraq (1920-1932),” in Modernity, Minority,
and the Public Sphere: Jews and Christians in the Middle East, ed. S.R. Goldstein and
H.L. Murre-van den Berg (Leiden: Brill, 2016), 258-83.

**This is not to say that there are no Syriac Christians nowadays who identify as
Arab. However, much of the Assyrian and Aramean nationalist discourse presents

this as impossible.
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Syriac Christians have been divided over five major churches over the
centuries since antiquity—and partly because of debates about the
proper name for these people as a nation. The presence of this mul-
titude of names for more or less the same group causes two major is-
sues. First, the heated nature of the name debate makes it impossible
to find a neutral term. Second, the multitude of names causes confu-
sion with those who are not fully aware of the debates surrounding
those terms, including some journalists and non-specialist historians.
Employing the term “Syriac Christians” in academic works, as I do
in this dissertation, does not solve all problems. One reason is that
the term “Syriac Christians” is not completely neutral either. It de-
nies the indisputability of ethnic or national identifications, Assyrian
and Aramean, and it highlights the religious element of the category
more than can be justified. A more problematic reason, especially for
this dissertation, is that this definition takes for granted that all Syr-
iac Christians belong together and that this categorization inherently
makes sense. Today, this is a commonly-held view. When I visited
the Christian town of Ankawa (Iraq) in 2013, I was told when I asked
about the different names for the Syriac Christians that “it was all the
same,” which implies that they were one people anyway; and indeed
this idea was shared by many others. But while this view accepts any
name for the Syriac Christians, it does not recognize the possibility
that not everybody who belongs to one of the Syriac churches neces-
sarily identifies as belonging to this group in an ethnic or national way
as well.

In other words, when looking at the Syriac Christians in more than
a purely religious way, one must watch out not to assume that the cat-
egory has been meaningful at all times and places and that people rec-
ognized a connection between the different groups of Syriac Chris-
tians. In this dissertation, I explicitly show that in early twentieth-
century Iraq not all Syriac Christians identified as being connected
to members of one of the other Syriac Christian churches except their
own. Moreover, even when they did, this was not always reflected in
real acts. Evidence for communication between members of the dif-
ferent churches is often scant: in practice, the different Syriac Chris-
tian groups in Iraq often worked in isolation from each other. Despite
these considerations, I still use the terms Syriac Christianity and Syr-
iac Christians in this dissertation, while stressing that this term does
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not necessarily imply a sense of the concepts “Syriac” and “Christian-
ity” as being inherently compatible. I use this section not only to in-
troduce the Syriac Christians of Iraq in the early twentieth century,
but also to explain the problem of the question to which (sub-)groups
the Syriac Christians of Iraq belonged to, and under which names, a
theme that lies at the heart of this dissertation.

Syriac Christians are people who belong to (or whose families be-
long to) one of the Syriac Churches, the most important of which
are the following: the Syriac Orthodox Church, the Syriac Catholic
Church, the Assyrian Church of the East, the Chaldean Catholic
Church, and the Maronite Church. The first four of these are found
in Iraq. Apart from these five churches, there are also several Syr-
iac Churches in India. The Syriac churches are connected to one an-
other because they share a tradition, a language, and a history dating
back to the first centuries A.D. The linguistic situation of this time, as
well as the theological discussions that took place in the fourth and
fifth centuries, were decisive for the Syriac churches’ further develop-
ment and its results are still visible today. The earliest phase of Syr-
iac Christianity can be traced back to the city of Edessa (modern San-
lwurfa, Turkey) where a local dialect of Aramaic developed into a sepa-
rate literary language, now known as (Classical) Syriac. The language
obtained prestige on its own, creating a situation where both Syriac
and Greek were used alongside each other in Christian circles in the
area of Syria, most of which was under Roman rule. Further east, in
Mesopotamia and the western part of Persia, Christian communities
were established under Persian rule. Here too, Syriac became an im-
portant language for the written literature that was produced by the
Christians. As such, the basis fo