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Memory and Social Identity among Syrian Orthodox Christians
Doctor of Philosophy 2001

Noriko Sato
Abstract

The massacre of Christians in Turkey and their subsequent expulsion at the end
of the Ottoman Empire created fear and hatred between the various ethnic groups which
have lasted to this day. The Syrian Orthodox Christians who were expelled from Turkey
are unable to construct their own nation state. Religion (Christianity) separates Syrian

Christians from the nation state of Syria to which they were exiled.

This thesis examines the relationship between memory and identity of these
Christians and explores the interrelationship of three aspects: 1.) how these Christians
have erased memories of their close relationship with their Muslim neighbours in
Turkey; 2.) how they have elaborated orally their recent past to emphasise their unity
and continuity in faith, though this is contested by other evidence, both literate and oral
and, 3.) how they have developed a whole new formal history for themselves based upon
the supposed transmission of tradition and language of ancient Christians in Syria from

whom they are claiming descent.

Their present anxiety is of their community in the region becoming extinct.
Therefore, they have tumed increasingly to manufacturing a past so as to create a safe
ethnic identity. These Christians have turned toward classical Syriac which had a very
restricted use in the past, into not just their liturgical language, but to fashion the
ideological foundations onto which to base their claims as the descendants of the
original inhabitants of Syria, instead of justifying their ‘rootlessness’ and being content
with the concept of a ‘hybridic’ identity. They attempt to prove that their community has
had an enduring existence in this locality and to confirm their right to the land, even

though this is contested by the evidence of their refugee origin.
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Introduction

“Between 1914 and 1918 my church lost almost 100,000 faithful through fighting, and nearly the same number were uprooted from
their homeland. It was a tragedy for a small church that had lived for centuries in that region to be the innocent vicum of ignorance,

fanaticism and inhuman acts. The continuing memories of suffering from wounds that have not healed will keep histonans busy
throughout the third millennium.” (Mor Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim, Archbishop of Aleppo, 2001: 8)

It is well documented that the collapse of the Ottoman system in Turkey resulted
in massive population movements, massacres, re-appropriations of resources, and the
creation of fear and hatred between the various ethnic groups which have lasted to this
day. It was not only the Armenians and the Greeks who were expelled from Turkey; n
fact, there were many others, including the subjects of my research, the Syrian Orthodox
Christians (Suriydn qadim/orthodoks). As far as religion is concermed, Syrian Orthodox
Christians compose a section of Oriental Orthodox Christians as do Armenians and
Greeks. The massacre of Christians in Turkey and their subsequent expulsion at the end

of the Ottoman Empire hastened and symbolised the fact that the former Islamic political

millet system, in which people of different religions coexisted, had now ceased to

function.

At the time of the First World War, the Young Turks adopted Pan-Islamic
policies in order to gain the support of the subjects of the Ottoman Empire against the
Allied forces and started to persecute Christians in the Empire. In the eastern provinces,
where many Syrian Orthodox Christians lived, the suspicion toward Armenians, who
might have been sympathetic to Russia who tried to invade into Turkish territory from
the north-eastern part of the Empire, was linked to Pan-Islamism (Allen, 1974: 224-5).
The Muslim population concluded that the Christian subjects were infidels and should
be persecuted. Contemporary Syrian Orthodox Christians refer to the attacks on the
Christians in 1915 by Turks and their Kurdish agency as a governmental “order”
(furman in Arabic) and year of the “sword” (seyfo in Syriac). These terms emphasise the
drastic change in the political situation, which meant that the Chrnistian population in
Turkey was no longer permitted to live with their Mushim neighbours, and so the

Christians were obliged to emigrate to other parts of the Middle East and to Westemn

countries. This resulted in a massive diaspora of the Middle Eastern Christian minorities.
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Syrian Orthodox Christians were obliged to leave their homeland. This thesis will
concern these Christians who emigrated from three different areas in Turkey to Syna.
The whole of the community of the Syrian Orthodox Christians 1n Urfa emigrated to
Aleppo in 1924. The Christian refugees from Tur ‘Abdin and Azakh in the eastern
region, settled Qahtaniya and al-Malkiya in the Syrian Jazirah. It do not mean that all the
contemporary Syrian Orthodox Christians in Syria have refugee ongins, even though
majority of them are descendants of refugees from Turkey. Similar to the Armenian and
Greek Orthodox Christians who had had population in Syria before the 1915 massacre,
there had been a small number of Syrian Orthodox Christians in the areas of Damascus,

Homs, Aleppo and the north-eastern Jazirah adjacent to the present Synan-Turkish
border, before the massacre.

Figure 1. Emigration of Syrian Orthodox Christians

Turkey
Azakh
Tur *An:
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I became interested in the Jazirah region, which contained a large Christian
population, before the Gulf War when I worked for a Japanese archaeological expedition
in the area of Eski-Mousul, in the Iraqi Jazirah. ‘Jazirah’ in Arabic means both an 1sland
and the area between the two rivers, the Tigris and the Euphrates. The border between
Iraq and Syria politically divides the Jazirah into two parts. Although the Iraqi
authorities did not allow members of our team to have personal contact with local
people, 1 became aware as we worked with the local people that they identified
themselves and classified others in terms referring to which ethnic group they belonged
— for example, Kurds, Turkmen, Yazidis, Assyrians and Arabs. Even though my
command of Arabic at that time was insufficient to fully understand the actual

relationships between the workforce, I became aware that relationship in the workplace

was a formal one. The various ethnic groups did not interrelate after work. Political
tension seemed to exist between the various groups. This appeared strange to me, as a

Japanese coming from a society which was largely homogeneous. Therefore, I wished

to research the reasons for the tension between the various ethnic groups.

Although my interest in the Jazirah region had increased, due, in some part, to

the political turmoil in Iraq, following the Gulf War, I chose the Syrian Jazirah rather

than the Iraqi Jazirah as a place for my fieldwork. I carried out my research in the early
1990s in a local Arab Muslim village near Qamishli, which was the largest town 1n the
Syrian Jazirah. I had the opportunity to make friends with Syrian Orthodox Christians in
Qamishli, which contained a large number of Syrian, Armenian and Assynan Christians.
There were many occasions when I was able to meet and establish friendships with
Syrian Orthodox Christians. They described the characteristics of other ethnic groups in
the area in relation to their experiences between the 1910s and the 1930s when they were
forced to emigrate from their villages in Turkey to Qamishli. I was unable, at first, to
understand why they often referred to the events in the past in order to define present
relationships between the various ethnic groups. To investigate this matter, I started
research, in 1997, for my Ph.D. on ‘memories’ of Syrian Orthodox Christians, in
particular those of the 1915 Christian massacre in Turkey and enforced emigration of the
Christians to Syria the afterwards. These ‘memories’, 1 later became to realise, were

reconstructions of events rather than what had actually taken place.
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Among Syrian Orthodox Christians, religion, i.e. Christianity, 1S an essential
element for defining their social identity as well as their religious one. Therefore, they
asked about my religious affiliation in order to give me an identity. I told them that my
family had a Buddhist origin. Many people whom I met had little knowledge about
Buddhism and, therefore, questioned me about Buddha. My explanation about
Buddhism was derived from my understanding of the emic perspectives of the universe
and my personal experiences of Buddhist religious practices. I took the remarks of
Klass (1995: 49-55) into my consideration that an assumption taken for granted in a
given society was not always shared by people in another society. I adopted his way of
explaining the origin of Buddhism, which reflected an emic perspective of South Asian
society, but was oriented towards a Western audience, who did not share the same social
assumptions as people in the South Asia. I told Syrian Orthodox Christians that Buddha
had promoted a social and religious movement in which he challenged Brahmanical
Hinduism which taught that one’s position in the social-structural ladder reflected the
result of one’s behaviour in a previous life time. Each individual was held to possess
karma, i.e. the burden of good and ill, which determined into what strata of the social
ladder you were reborn. Buddha claimed that ‘desire’ was the root of problems which
created the social hierarchy and the cycle of rebirth for the individual soul. Therefore,
each person should strive to relinquish ‘desire’ and by doing so they became free from a
cosmically decreed hierarchy of positions. I tried to imply a similarity between Buddha’s
religious movement and that of Jesus by referring to it as a new religious movement in
pursuing salvation of one’s soul. Syrian Orthodox Christians interpreted my description
of Buddhism and understood it from their emic perspective; Buddha was a nabi

(prophet). Their assumptiohs prevented them from comprehending the universe about
which Buddha speculated.

Syrian Orthodox Christians, however, reached to the conclusion that I believed in

God and Buddhism has no direct link to Chnstianity, Islam and Judaism. This
understanding made 1t possible for me to maintain a different position from both that of

Western and local researchers. My position was religiously neutral. In Syria, as a

religious identity 1s directly related to one’s affiliation to a particular social and ethnic
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group, it means that I have also maintained a politically neutral position. This 1s related
to the following fact. Syrian Orthodox Christians have been built up an image of
Japanese through their access to its material culture, such as automobiles, audio
equipment and electric power stations constructed with Japanese financial aid. Syran
Orthodox Christians flatted me by saying that ‘Japanese has an electric brain (mokh
electron)’. This implies that they have constructed the image of Japanese through its
material products and have little experience of contact with Japanese, whereas their
views on the French, British and Americans, have been generated by their direct and

indirect relationships with the Westerners since the beginning of the twentieth century.

Their view of the Japanese was friendly but superficial. Syrian Orthodox Christians did

not have a preconception about Japanese which made it easy for me to be accepted by

their communities.

I attended, frequently, Syrian Orthodox Church services and their community’s
educational and social activities organised by its Centre for Religious Education. I was
impressed by its Sunday Mass in which religious performance and active participation of
the Christians emphasised communication with the divine power. I learnt the symbolic
meaning of each part of the services and found that the liturgy, which Syrian Orthodox
Christians believe has been maintained for over thousand years, was used as a means for
proving the continuity of their community. Jarman argues, in his study of Irish
communities, that bodily movements in ritual can be formalised and are readily repeated
over the years, while the meanings generated in the ritual are often more elusive and
diverse (1999: 173). In the case of Syrian Orthodox Christians, the rituals are a means
for re-enacting the past and drawing history into the present and, therefore, changes
would deprive them of the means of confirming the historical continuity of their
community. One is able to observe their social dynamics, in which the Christians are
required to establish their local identity as a community, which has been existed since

ancient times in Syria, in order to secure their position in Synan society.

The one of the reasons for establishing a ‘homeland’ in Syria is that the Syrian

Orthodox Christians, unlike the Jews, Armenians and Greeks, do not have an accepted

home territory, and so are unable to construct their own nation state. For the Jews,
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Armenians and Greeks, their homeland is very much defined by a sense of religious
belonging and a distinct geographical space. Religion (Christianity), by contrast,
separates Syrian Christians from the new nation state of Syria to which they were exiled.
Therefore, Syrian Christians have been required to adopt strategies for affiliating with
and differentiating themselves from the wider Muslim community in Syra. First, they
have to explain how their group has forged their unity despite of the difficulties of
adjusting to their new situation. Second, they attempt to construct an identity that places

them as the original inhabitants of Syria, despite the fact that these Christians were

originally refugees (outsiders).

The area I am dealing with has been a kaleidoscope of different groups and

changing identities across time. There were various religious groups (Churches) in what
is present-day Syria: Armenian Orthodox, Greek Orthodox, Maronite, Syrian Orthodox
and Nestorian. In the 18" century they were exposed to missionary proselytising from
Rome and many gradually became the dominant intellectuals and traders of the area
(Hourani, 1970: 55-7). In the 19" century Protestant activities from the US and Britain
grew. Syrian nationalism was partly developed by Christians. The people I am dealing
with originated in three parts of present-day Turkey (Tur’Abdin, Azakh and Urfa) and
they had a Patriarchate in Tur’ Abdin. Western visitors called them Assyrians, and this 1s
indeed what migrants from the area to the US in the late 19" century called themselves.
They did not call themselves Syrian Orthodox Christians. The terms Assyria/ians had
been introduced by the British as a political-geographic concept. Theologically it has
been claimed that they are Jacobites, but as this is a disparaging term (doctrinal
memories seem to last long in the Middle East), they are not fond of using 1t to describe

themselves. Ordinary people do not even know the meaning.

It is difficult to discover when this group started using the term Syrian Orthodox
to describe themselves and thus locate themselves in Syria, but 1t was certainly after
their forced migration to Syria. Yet, the term in English translated from the Arabic

collapses two meanings, although it would be one that would please them by locating
them so unambiguously within Syria. An inhabitant of Syria is called a Siri (pl. Sariin).
Whilst they together with all other groups (including Muslims) are Suriiun (inhabitants
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of Syrna), they also call themselves, and are called Suriyan (1.e. members of a religious

community) but which stretches beyond the borders of Syria. The two terms are distinct,

but whilst Suri /Siriun is unambiguously a citizenship term, the term Suriyan is flexible
and even a slippery one. It 1s used by Muslims to mean just the ‘Synan’ Orthodox
Christians, but is also used by Christians to denote a distinct ethnic and religious group
(of Christians also including the Nestorians) who may not be Siriin. Although there 1s a
slippage between the two terms, there is a difference between them which translation

into English cannot capture. The term Suariun (citizens of Syria) i1s an incorporative
term. In the hands of others, the term Suriyan (Synan Chnstian) can be a distinguishing
term and even a separating one. I shall try to show this ambiguity between being in and
out, which constitutes one of the most fundamental anxieties and ambiguities of ‘my’

group.

Since Halbwach’s pioneering work on memory (Halbwachs, 1992),
anthropologists have long shown understanding and awareness of the importance of
memory, as is reconstructed by the present population to promote their group’s 1dentity.
The role of amnesia in the construction of group identities has been less well researched.
It i1s usually the State which controls what people remember or conveniently forgot
through their educational system (e.g. Anderson, 1983). My study is involved with a
very distinctive example of the relationship between memory and identity. One of the
aims 1s to examine how Synan Orthodox Christians remember only the time when they
lost their homeland, while they appear to have forgotten their life in the past before their
expulsion/departure from Turkey. Those who are from Urfa erased even the memory of
why their ancestors were obliged to leave their hometown. The memory which is
retained and related refers to their journey from Urfa to Aleppo, their place of ‘exile’. In
the case of the Christians who emigrated to the Jazirah region, they retain memories of
the 1915 massacre and describe how they cooperated with one another and fought the
Turkish and Kurdish forces, who tried to deprive them of their rights and how the hostile

relationships with their neighbouring population emerged.

However, forgetting or conveniently forgetting the past and breaking off past

association has not been found to be always the case with the ex-Ottoman Chnistians.
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According to the study by Pattie of Armenian emigrants in Cyprus, they have kept a
closer relationship with their Turkish neighbours than the Greek majonty in society and
speak Turkish, even though many of them were expelled from Turkey (1990: 148-9).
By contrast, Syrian Orthodox Christians tried to create boundaries between themselves
and both Turks and Kurds who used to be and now are their neighbours in Syna and

have striven to integrate themselves into Synan society which is predominantly Arab.

Autobiographical accounts by Armenians describe their life in Turkey before the
persecution and massacre as their idealised past (e.g. Bedoukian, 1978; Kherdian, 1988;
Ohanian, 1990). These survivors who had similar or worse experiences than Syrian

Christians now identify their Turkish past and its folk traditions as a symbol of their

Armenian identity and try to keep these popular memories alive with the sentiment of
nostalgia. Many of those who published such accounts are immigrants in the West and,
due to the course of assimilation and intermarriage which threaten their Armenian
identity, their past lives in Turkey becomes a representation of their Armenianness
(Gans, 1996: 148-9). Syrian Christian immigrants in Europe look for remnants of their
former villages 1n Turkey and recognise their fellow Christians who still live in the
eastern Turkey as symbols of their own identity (Hollerweger, 1999). However, they
never mention details of their past lives in Turkey. It is not because these emigrants are
only interested in finding their origins, but also there are other reasons which prevent
them from talking about their past. It is worth to pay attention to the way that Syrian
Christians 1n Syna have attempted to ‘forget’ their folk songs, languages, traditional

costume and marriage customs which they practised in Turkey.

Despite the fact that there is some documentary and historical evidence of the
Turkish past of these Christians, these accounts play no part in the construction of group
memories. By contrast, most of the cases encountered by anthropologists and oral
historians show that popular memories are kept alive, but the wnitten record is silent. In
other cases, folk traditions, which they assume to be handed down from their parents, in
fact have a literal onigin (Alexiou, 1974). Syrian Orthodox Christians have erased
memories and folk traditions due to the fact that these memories reveal a past in which

they shared these social and cultural traditions with their Muslim neighbours.
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Memories of their life after settling in Syna focus on the distinctive features of

the threatened communities who cooperated in a struggle for power and rights and for

affiliation into Syrnan society. However, political alliance turned to be a risky choice for

them to take in order to integrate themselves into society. Three examples are shown

here:

First, Syrian Orthodox Christians were affected by Syrianism which
acknowledged nights of small groups and which developed an ideology of a
nation that was a synthesis of Arabs and other indigenous inhabitants of Syria as

an alternative ideology to Arab nationalism in the 1930s. Due to the party’s set-
back 1n 1955, Syrian nationalist supporters in Syrian Orthodox Christian

communities were arrested.

Second, many men in the Jazirah region worked for the French as soldiers during
the Mandate period. This threatened their existence. Resistance to French
military presence and Syrians’ request for independence intensified in 1944
(Mardam Bay, 1994: 128-30). At the time of the French army leaving Syna in
1946, Syrian Christians were afraid that they might be identified as French
collaborators and be attacked by the rest of the population. The same happened to

the Harkis 1n Algeria when the French left. In fact some villagers were attacked

and lost their land and property.

Third, massive State repression stimulated the politicisation of the population.
This produced an adverse reaction from the government at the beginning of the
1980s. Political alignments with oppositional forces brought serious damage to
the Syrian Orthodox Christian communities. Many Christians believe that the
arrests by the government of Syrian Christian intellectuals 1n 1980 was a
retaliation on the dissidents, which was symbolised by the massacre of a large
population in Hama in 1982. This incident enhanced their anxiety about living in
Syria. Due to the Government’s continued repression of Christians, emigration
has continued and this decrease in the Christian population has become a serious

problem for their communities.
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A lesson for outsiders in the Middle East, and one that the Syrian Orthodox
Christians know only too well, 1s that political alignments can change with amazing
rapidity leaving the small and the powerless particularly vulnerable. Religious identity

and political alignment are therefore weak or risky strategies in the construction of

ethnic identity or as strategies for incorporation into the wider society.

Memories of earlier disasters of political alignments enhance their anxiety when
they face a critical situation. A good example of this is that of the Syrian Orthodox
Christians who fled from the area of Azakh, Turkey, to the Syrian side at the time of

religious intolerance and later settled in the town of Qamishli in the Jazirah region. In
the aftermath of the Gulf War in 1991, they feared that the Christians may be attacked

by local Kurds, who had supported Iraqi Kurds. Kurdish anti-government uprisings in
Iraq did not win support from the Western coalition, and the Iraqi president Saddam
repressed the insurgence (Dannreuther 1991/2: 60-1). The Christians’ anxiety consisted
of two interrelated facets: 1) The Kurds regarded them as having a particular political
alignment with the Western forces; and 2) the exalted anti-Western feeling among the
Kurds might have encouraged them to attack the Christians. Memories of political
alignments 1n past, which had resulted in creating vulnerable situation for them, as well
as memories of their struggle with Kurds, enhance the anxiety of these Christians about
their current political position. Several Kurdish attacks on Christians were reported by
Synan Orthodox Christian men. The Christian women were afraid of Kurdish attack and

stored foods in their basements, which might become a shelter if they were attacked by
Kurds.

The Christians’ reactions to the situation suggests that their memories of the
religious intolerance in 1915 has a great influence on their understanding of the
contemporary political issues and their relationship with Kurds. The women who told
me about their storage of foods were the descendants of the survivors of the 1915 siege
of Azakh by Turks and Kurds. The memories of the besieged Christians in Azakh, who

stored food and arms in the basement of their houses and used them as their shelters, are

the matters of reference when the women prepared for Kurdish attack at the aftermath of




the Gult War. These experiences also contribute to reconstructing memories of the 1915

incident. The fear created by both their memories and present situation is increased.

Their anxiety increasingly turns to @ manufactured past to create a safe ethnic
identity. Syrian Orthodox Christians have turned to classical Syriac, which had a very
restricted currency in the past, into not just their liturgical language, but also as the
ideological foundations onto which they base their claims as the descendants of the
original inhabitants of Syria. Syrian Orthodox Christians believe that Syriac-Aramaic, as
a written language as well as a spoken language, like Arabic today, used to be one of the
most important unifying cultural features of people in the Fertile Crescent. Ancient
Syna had extensive communities which were linked by the use of Syriac-Aramaic.
Syrian Orthodox Christians seek Syria’s origin in pre-Islamic Syria. Syriac-Aramaic,
1.e. the language of Syrian Christians, which has been maintained until the present day,
1s used as an argument to prove Syria’s cultural origin. By using the ancient language of
Syria, Syrian Orthodox Christians can claim membership of the present community of
Syria. In post modernist discussions, ethnic identities cannot be based on solely cultural
‘roots’, because diaspora communities have, over time, become ‘hybridic’ due to outside
and host state influences and its nationalistic ideals (e.g. Hall 1992: 256-8). Instead of

justifying their ‘rootlessness’, Syrian Christians wish for roots and a pre post-modern
1dentity.

The following three chapters analyse the relationships between memory and
group identities by referring to the cases of three Syrian Orthodox Chnstian
communities in Syria. Despite the fact that the Christians in these communities had
similar experiences at the time of the religious intolerance in 1915 and afterwards,
memories of experiences at the time of their expulsion, which members of each Syrian
Orthodox Christian community share, are selected for their contribution to constructing
the Christians’ own and their community’s identities. The memories of persecution and
expulsion are reproduced within the framework provided by oral accounts of their recent
past. These memonies reveal their groups to be small and vulnerable. Such group

identities have led to promoting movements for manufacturing their past and for




supporting their contention that they are the descendants of the ‘original’ inhabitants of

the area where they now live in Syna.

Chapters of 4 and 5 deal with their ‘memones’ of transformation of marriage and
its ceremonies and discuss how they have ‘forgotten’ their old marnage customs in an
attempt to establish identities in urban Syrian society. The changes of marriage customs
reflect the problems inside their communities and reveal the fact that the Christians

themselves create problems which make their social position weak.

Chapter 6 compares musical practices in three different Syrian Orthodox church
choirs. Singing Syriac hymns is the only means for the laity, who have a limited
knowledge of classical Syriac, to confirm their identity as the heirs of the ancient
traditions of Syria. The rural communities in the Jazirah region are traditionalists and
stress the ‘original’ form of their music as a proof of the endurance of their communities
in Syria. By contrast, the choir in urban Aleppo is more innovative in their musical
expression, which they share with Christians from other denominations. Their musical
performance conveys an idea of unity of Middle Eastern Christians. As they are anxious
about their existence as a small group in the big city of Aleppo, this ideology attracts

them to a unity which may contribute to strengthening their social position.

Chapter 7 examines how Syrian Orthodox Christians construct their own version
of Syrian national i1dentity. As a government fostered identity emphasises the unity of
Syrian Arabs who share Arab Islamic traditions and language in the termntory of
historical Greater Syria, Syrian Christians, who are ethnically not Arabs and are also not
Muslims, feel that their rights in Syria are not acknowledged. Syrian Christians seek the
source of Syrian identity in pre Islamic Syria. Syriac-Aramaic language traditions are
crucial for maintaining that descendants of the original inhabitants of Syria share the
ancient Syriac-Aramaic traditions of Syria. The Christians express their sense of national

identity in common with the other groups which compose the Syrian nation state.




Chapter 1
Attempts at Establishing an Ethnic Identity:

The Case of Qahtaniya Christians

Introduction

The Syrian Orthodox Christians, after the Ottoman religious intolerance in 19135,
emigrated from the mountainous area of Tur ‘Abdin in southeastern Turkey to the
Qahtaniya area of Syria Jazirah, which is located in the foothills of ‘Abdin mountain.
The incidents which occurred in 1915 are regarded by the Christians as one of the most
crucial events which obliged them to leave their villages. The events are recounted
through both written accounts and narratives. Since over eighty years have already
passed, only a small number of people who had experienced attack by the Ottoman army
and its Kurdish agencies are still alive. Many people in the community of Qahtaniya are
aware of accounts of the survivors and their family members who had heard of the
experiences of their parents and relatives, and also have read books on the 1915
massacre and the modern history of Turkey and Syria. The received stories of the

massacre are remarkable enough to be retained and reproduced as collective memory of

the community.

~ As Halbwachs has noted, collective memory is transformed in response to
society’s changing needs (1992: 75). The collective memory of the events in 1915 does
not limit itself to the stories told by the survivors and recorded in books, but are
reproduced in the form which is common among contemporaries. However, this does
not explain why Syrian Orthodox Christians choose to ‘forget’ their past before the 1915
massacre. There are historical accounts written by Western travellers which report on
the situation of these Christians at the eve of the massacre. Both oral and written
accounts produced by Synan Christians do not mention any incidents which were

reported by foreigners, even though their intellectuals are able to access these written

sources. In fact, the written accounts play no role in constructing the memories of
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Syrian Orthodox Christians. They try to conceal their memories of the eve of the 1915
massacre when the West attempted to make use of the Chnstians in order to interfere in
the regional affairs of the eastern provinces, where Christians lived. The Christians do
not want to take the nsk of being regarded as supporters of the Western powers.
Christians understand that the foreign interference 1in Syna raised anti-Western feelings

and encouraged Synan/Arab nationalism among Syrians. In order to secure their

position in Syrian society, Christians become silent.

Memories of the 1915 massacre reconstructed by contemporary Christians can be
distinguished from the written accounts of the events. The accounts came from various
sources: Those written by these Christians, prior to the mid 1980s; records of the
survivors collected by academics and diplomatic reports of eyewitnesses of the 1915
massacre. These describe the Christians as helpless victims. These accounts present

1deas of how the Christians were separated from the Muslims by the Ottoman policy.

By contrast, the narratives, which I collected, display their group as a united
Christian entity. At the end of 1990s, narratives of the event shift their focus to the story

of how these Christians barricaded themselves in a church which was being besieged by
Muslims at the time of the 1915 massacre. The physical boundary, signified by the
Christian church building, became a symbol of their reaction to political oppression.
They describe the conflict as a ‘war’ between different ethnic groups. There is a message
that the Qahtaniya Christians attempt to convey through their reconstructed memories of
the massacre. They portray themselves not as a group to be identified by their religion,
but as an ethnic group united in faith. They do not maintain that 1t i1s religion
(Christianity) which separated them from others in the population, 1.e. the Muslims,
because it might isolate them from Syrian society. Rather, they emphasise that Turkish
policy and Kurdish ambition persecuted ‘us’ in the guise of religion. In their narratives
they present ideas of how their social identity has been created by personifying the

experiences at the time of the massacre (cf. Sant Cassia, 1991: 2-3).

As many Synan Orthodox Christians immigrated to the area of Qahtaniya and

have lived there for eighty years, their memories of their lives in the recent past in this
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area have become enriched through time. Although the accounts take the form of talking
about personal experiences, individuals tend to interpret their experiences by refernng to
regional, social and political situations. In this way, they have developed their own
manner for recounting their personal as well as their community’s experiences. As
Fentress and Wikham have noted, local incidents are remembered because of their
power to legitimate the present (1992: 88). Memories of experiences in the past, which
Syrian Orthodox Christians in this area share, are selected for their contribution to
constructing their own and their community’s identities. When memones are
articulated, what the Christians can share with their community members is not the

personal experiences, but the framework within which the personal memories are

reconstructed as part of their community’s history.

As stated earlier, to identify themselves as a community unified in faith could
isolate them from the wider society of Syria. Therefore, they choose an alternative
strategy. They attempt to identify themselves as a group threatened by both political and
tribal forces. They maintain that why they have been threatened is not because of their
faith separating them from others, but there are social and political reasons. Their
reconstructed memory of their lives in the Qahtaniya area convey this message and

emphasises that their history is that of their fighting against Kurdish tribes who tried to

confiscate their land and oppression by state politics.

Their social anxiety has been increased due to their population decrease caused
by their emigration, Kurdish expansion in the region and the potential threat of state
persecution to their ethno-nationalist movement, as the regime massacred dissidents
under the guise of religious persecution in the early 1980s. They are afraid that their
group is labelled by religion, which may give political authorities opportunities to
oppress Christians. In order to establish a secure position in this situation, they present
themselves as an ethnic group, whose origin is Syria, even though many of them have
emigrant origin. They attempt to manufacture a linkage between themselves and former
Christian inhabitants in this region in order to prove the endurance of the community in

this locality, even though they retain little memory before the 1915 massacre.



Written Accounts on the 1915 Massacre

Although the Qahtaniya Christians do not mention that their ancestors had
benefited from the Ottoman political reform, Christians were allowed to renovate
churches, which had not been permitted earlier. Parry, who travelled to Tur 'Abdin in
1892, reports that many churches in Tur 'Abdin were “built or restored during the ]ast
thirty years, which have seen no more of this kind than several hundred years previous”
(Parry, 1895: 189). Bell who surveyed and photographed the churches and monasteries
in Tur 'Abdin in 1909 and 1911 reports the structure of the Monastery of Mar Malke,
where some of the Christians stayed in 1915 in order to defend themselves from Turkish
and Kurdish attack. She says, “its appearance is that of a little fortress... The remarkable

thing is that much of the monastery had recently been repaired or rebuilt” (Bell, 1982:
38-9).

The political and social background on the eve of the 1915 massacre has to be

mentioned. After the Ottomans were defeated in the war against Russia in 1878,

Westerners, in particular the British, were keen to control Russian intrigues in eastern

Anatolia, where the Syrian Orthodox Christians lived. The British counsels or vice-
counsels serving in the major cities of the eastern provinces justified their interference as
support for the Oftoman government’s reforms for increasing central control and
guaranteeing the security of local Christian inhabitants. Such a movement seemed to

have resulted in the increasing tolerance of Christians in eastern provinces.

However, as Joseph has mentioned, such a movement and the increasing
tolerance of the local Christians had created resentment by Mushim neighbours (1983.
87). Fortress-like church buildings, Western interference into regional affairs and
exaltation of the Pan-Islamic sentiment contnibuted to fermenting anti-Christian
sentiment among the Muslim population. However, as the government was unable to
control the eastern region, Kurdish Agahs had increased power as agencies of the
government. When the government tried to integrate the Empire by propagating Pan-

Islamism and started to oppress the Christians, Kurds were therefore the main political

force for persecuting Christians in the eastern region. Contemporary Qahtaniya

29




Christians keep silent about the incidents at the eve of the 1915 massacre in order to

conceal their tactical alignment with Western powers. However, they recognise that the
change in the Ottoman policy immediately made their situation vulnerable. They may
have learnt that a political alignment is risky (their alignment with anti-government
movements of workers and professionals resulted in bitter experiences of government
persecution in the 1980s) and, therefore, may conceal the memories of it. The small
group of Christians were unable to control the political situation, when political changes

were rapid and unpredictable.

To investigate the distinctiveness of oral accounts by Qahtaniya Christians, they
need to be compared with written accounts of the 1915 massacre. Three different types
of the written accounts need to be examined: 1.) Accounts written by Syrian Orthodox
Christians who are survivors of the massacre; 2.) the survivors’ accounts collected by
academics; and 3.) documents of Western diplomats. As Dubisch has noted, difierent
meanings are assigned to events by different categories of people. Therefore, culture
Itself is never static or determinate, but necessarily always in process (1995: 158-60).
Each category of authors assigns meanings to the massacre according to the authors’

culture, roles and political purposes. However, these written accounts have certain

characteristics in common. They all seem to emphasise that the Christians became

helpless victims of religious persecution.

The historical accounts which were written by Syrian Orthodox intellectuals who
were survivors of the massacre are examined first. They described the violence and
cruelty of the Kurds and the Turkish army towards their community (Gorgis, 1987: 111).
Among these accounts, Al-Qasara fi Baknat al-Nsara (the major Christian catastrophe)
and Genhe de Suryaye de Tur 'Abdin (an atrocious event for Syrian Christians in Tur
>Abdin) are the most popular books among the Syrian Christians in the Jazirah region
and those in Qahtaniya. Many educated Chnistians seem to have read these books, as

they recount the history of the massacre in Tur ‘Abdin and the Syrian Jazirah region.

For example, al-Qasara fi Baknat al-Nsara reports the massacre of Synan Orthodox
Christian villagers who lived at the foot of Tur ‘Abdin, which is now incorporated into

Syria, i.e. the area of Qahtaniya. The Ottoman government organised regiments under
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the command of the three Kurdish leaders, in order to attack the Christians. The order
was sent to other Kurdish Agahs (i.e. tribal leaders). Then, the Agahs started to kill the
Syrian Orthodox Christians in the villages which were under their control. For instance,
the Agha, Mahmtid 'Abbas, with the help of fifty soldiers killed his Christian villagers in
Diiger. In other four villages, Syrian .Christians were also attacked and many of them
were killed by Kurdish Agahs and their followers (Armala: 465-6)'. Al-Qasara fi
Baknat al-Nsara repeatedly maintains that the evil order given by the Ottoman army
sanctioned the Kurds to attack the Christians. In his description the author focuses on

Kurdish brutality when they killed their Christian neighbours under the name of

religious persecution.

The author of Genhe de Suryayé de Tur 'Abdin was an eyewitness of the

massacre and a priest in Qahtaniya. He has a similar view as Armala and further

analyses why the Kurds committed such atrocities.

Many ask the reasons for the massacre. I say, Muslims. As long as
they are in the world, they kill, plunder and take captive Christians,
whenever they have the opportunity. Especially these two peoples,
Turks and Kurds, who are famous for their harshness and oppression

with or without reason. ...In every century there are such catastrophes
committed by them (Henno, 1987:1).

Henno states clearly that the Syrian Orthodox Christians have repeatedly
suffered from terrible religious persecutions. He maintains that the evil attributes of the
Kurds and Turks generated hostile relationships between them and become a marker for
distinguishing Kurds and Turks from Christians. Here, moral values are used as ethnic
markers. It is uncertain whether his idea was shared by these Christians at the time of his
writing the book, in the mid 1980s, or if he initiated it into the community. In the
present political state, Turks are no longer their neighbours, even though the Chnstians
still feel resentment of both Turks and Kurds. At the end of 1990s 1n Qahtaniya, the
Christians have a view similar to that of Henno and maintain that due to evil Kurdish
characteristics, they used the opportunity of religious persecution to attack Christians.
However, the contemporary Christians regard the massacre as a social conflict between

themselves and Kurds rather than a religious persecution.
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A Christians’ view toward Kurds is expressed in the following proverb, in which
the Christians differentiate Kurds from local Arabs. It says that “we eat with Kurds and
stay at the place of (literally, sleep with) local Arab (naakul ma’a Kurad wa 1nam ma’a
Shawaya).” The Christians maintain that Kurds treat Christians fairly well, but they are

two-faced. “If we stayed in their place, they may betray us and stab us in our backs.

Local Arabs (Shawaya) are not civilised, as they do not know how to cook for their

guests. However, they are simple but trustworthy.” This proverb is validated by the
accounts of evil intent of Kurds, who attacked the Christians at the time of the massacre,
even though they were neighbours. Such Kurdish characteristics are regarded by the
Christians as a cause of disturbing relationships between neighbouring groups and are
not related to their faith. By contrast, local Arabs are Muslims, but they do not have evil
characteristics. A book about the Christian history in the Jazirah, written by a Syran
Orthodox Christian, even mentions political support by local Arab tribes, such as the Ta

tribal confederation, who helped the Christians to settle safely in the Jazirah after the
1915 massacre (Malge, 1995: 38).

The survivors’ experiences at the time of the massacre in 1915, which academics
collected and recorded, provide these Christians with the view of how they were helpless
victims of the Ottoman policy (e.g.Yonan, 1989: 280-284). The government of Young
Turks tried to obliterate the Christians in Turkey. Records of memories of Syrian
Christian survivors (Yonan, 1996: 22) as well as a study of Armenian memories of the
1915 massacre by Miller and Miller (1993: 40-1) suggest that Young Turks plotted to
diminish the possibility of Christian resistance as: 1.) Many young Christians
conscripted to the Ottoman army were treated badly, and many died due to hunger and
exhaustion; 2.) Early in 1915 the government confiscated arms possessed by Christians;
and 3.) The local leaders of the Christian population were imprisoned, tortured or were
killed. As possibilities for Christian resistance had reduced, then the Turkish army,
which collaborated with Kurdish agencies, started to attack the Christians. The miserable
situation of Syrian Christians is recorded by Jestrow (1994:75-9) who interviewed a
survivor from Mlahsd near Diyarbakr in Turkey, whose village was surrounded by

Muslim villages.” Many Christians lost family members, and the survivors, who fled to
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Diyarbakr, suffered from hunger and starvation. These authors seem to stress the
injustice of the massacre, > and the government plot of Christian termination. By
contrast, contemporary Qahtaniya Christians show little concern for how the government
planned systematic persecution of Christians. They stress that military operations by

Turks and Kurds provoked a reaction by the Christians who fought back.

Report of the 1915 massacre which were those written by British and Amencan
diplomats at the time of the First World War, convinced Western readers, such as
Western politicians and humanitarian activists, that the Ottoman government had
devised a cunning plot to eliminate the helpless Christians. These diplomatic sources

tend to view the Christian massacre as Armenian genocide, who at the time constituted

the majority of the Christian population in eastern Turkey. These reports suggest that
most Armenian Christians, such as those in Zeitoun and Urfa, had been loyal to the
government. However, they decided to hold against the government because of 1ts
‘cunning procedures’, when they realised that the elimination of their communities by
the government was the fate in store for them (Toynbee, 1916: 71; Sarafian, 1994: 24-5,
31). Contemporary Qahtaniya Christians do not think their ancestors, who barricaded
themselves in churches, were prepared themselves for an approaching death-struggle.
Christians, who were to be attacked or eliminated, united together and fought against

their enemies. Despite of their difficulties, the Christians kept their independence and an

equal position to that of Turks and Kurds.

Many Christians in Qahtaniya have read written accounts of the 1915 massacre
and books about Syrian Christian history. However, the written accounts have httle
influence on the reconstruction of their memories of the massacre. It is no wonder that
the aims of diplomatic documents and academic writings which record survivors® fears
and exhaustion are different from that of oral accounts given by the Qahtaniya
Christians. Their memories are related to construction of their identity in this locality. It

is inevitable that their experiences in this locality have affected their views about the

massacIc.
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Memories of the Massacre in 1915

Since over eighty years have passed, many people who have had direct

experience of the massacre have either died or emigrated. The survivors to whom I
spoke had experienced it as children. Others whom I interviewed were those who

remember the experiences and stories after being told them by their parents, relatives

and neighbours. A shared framework which constitutes the narratives of the massacre
among the Qahtaniya Christians is that their ancestors barricaded themselves 1n churches
and Turks and Kurds laid siege to them. They present their memories in an identical

structure so as to constitute a part of their community’s history.

The following are brief accounts which I summarised from the narratives of the
1915 incidents by Qahtaniya Christians. The first story of the village of ‘Ain Ward

which is presented here was collected from people who heard of the experiences of their

parents and relatives at the time of the massacre.

The Ottoman soldiers marched to the village of ‘Ain Ward which was located 1n
the east of Midyat. Many Kurdish tribesmen followed them. The villagers braced
themselves for the attack by the Turks and Kurds. Then the leader, 1.e. Gallo
Shabo, went to Midyat to tell the Syrian Christians there about the situation 1n
‘Ain Ward. A beacon was the signal which notified the Synan Orthodox
Christians of the start of the war between themselves and the Muslims. Many
Syrian Orthodox Christian villagers whose villages were located in the east and
northeast of Midyat were afraid of being attacked by the Turks and the Kurds.
When they received this message, they joined the villagers of ‘Ain Ward 1n order

to defend themselves. ‘Ain Ward lay on the top of a hill and therefore, it seemed
difficult for the Turks and Kurds to attack the village.

The Christians barricaded themselves in a village church (it might have been the
church of St. Hushabo). A Kurdish Agah and his tribesmen thronged in front of
the church gate. Gallo Shabo tried to dissuade the Agah from attacking them.

The Agah said, “we will abduct your girls and women”. Gallo and the Chnistians

were furious with the Agah and killed him. Then the Kurds said, “we will break
into the church tomorrow at seven o’clock.”

After the moming prayer, the Kurds broke down the church door which the
Christians had propped up with wooden poles. But when the Kurds entered the
courtyard, they could not find the Chnistians. The Christians under the command
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of Gallo had hidden in the upstairs rooms surrounding the courtyard and started
to attack the Kurds. Eighty Kurds were killed there.

There were 150 families living in the village at that time. In all, including people
from other villages, 2,000 people had been in ‘Ain Ward for two months during
the siege. No one can tell how they fed such a large number of people. Although
the Turks and Kurds had besieged the village for two months, the Christians did
not surrender *. The government tried to negotiate with the Christians in order to
end this war. The Christians requested the government officials to appoint
Sheikh Fatahallah to the mission. This Kurdish Sheikh of al-Muhallamiya,
which was located to northeast of Midyat, was believed to be a descendant of a
Syrian Orthodox bishop who had been converted to Islam. The Christians
thought that this sheikh might be trustworthy. The sheikh negotiated with the
government officials and they promised to withdraw their army and to leave the

village.

The second story is of the Monastery of Mar Malke where Christians retreated
from their villages and gathered there when the beacon in Midyat notified the Christians
of the start of the war between Christians and Kurdish and Turkish forces. The
monastery stood alone in the south of Midyat. The Turkish army and Kurdish tribes

besieged it for a year. The following is the narrative of Ellia, who was a survivor and

was ten years old at the time of the siege.

Due to the shortage of food and water for two hundred Christians, in the limited
space of the monastery many people became sick. Even though some of them
slipped away from the monastery at night and stole food and water from villages
nearby, many people in the monastery died. My mother also became sick during

the siege and died. Despite such critical conditions, the monastery did not fall to
the Muslims. Sheikh Fatahallah mediated between the Christians and the Turkish

officials, and then, a peace settlement was arranged.

As over eighty years have passed since the siege, the memories of the details of
the sieges may be hazy. However, the ways they described the event are remarkable for
their clarity. In the written accounts, the Christians in Midyat were afraid of murder and
arrest and therefore fled to ‘Ain Ward (Yonan, 1996: 21-4). Those in ‘Ain Ward who
held out against Turks and Kurds are described as those whose elimination was the fate
in store for them. By contrast, the Qahtaniya Christians have a propensity for looking at

the event as the ‘war’ between the Christians and the Kurds. Kurds are described as

those who took advantage of the persecution and took the opportunity for eliminating the
Christians and stealing their land and properties. The Christians in ‘Ain Ward even tried
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to protect the honour of their fellow Christians in the church and killed the Agah, since
he had tried to ruin sexual honour of the women. The Christians were described socially

as equal to Kurds. The event is depicted as an ethnic conflict rather than a Christian

persecution.

The Syrian Orthodox church is used as a symbol which differentiates ‘us’ from
‘them’. Although Muslims besieged the church, they could not set foot inside it. The
church is seen as a sanctuary which only these Christians were allowed to enter. They
fortified themselves with the thought that divine love is supposed to have saved them
(Wilson, 1983: 24-9). Divine miracles, i.e. guarding and defending these Chnistians, are
not expressed in their narratives as a demonstration of the interrelationship between God
and themselves. The description given by these Christians suggest a fundamental belief
in eminent divine justice that protects the Christians from falling to their ‘sinful
enemies’. The Christians use the characteristics of their enemies, which are depicted as
‘evil’. It may be possible for people to interpret that food and water were given by God
to individuals who were faithful Christians. However, it is not possible to say that the
Christians who died because of starvation and illness during the siege, like Elha’s
mother in the Monastery of Mar Malke, were not faithful enough to be saved. A crucial
point in their historical account is, therefore, that during this ‘war’ against the Turks and
Kurds, these Christians co-operated and strove for a collective salvation, i.e. for their

community as a whole, rather than individual one. The community was united in faith
(cf. Meijers, 1984: 149).

Third Parties as Mediators

A key figure in their accounts is the Sheikh Fathallah of Muhallamiya in Tur
‘Abdin. As a descendant of a Kurdish ex-Syrian Christian and a powerful leader in the

region, it was important for Syrian Orthodox Christians that he undertook the role of a
peacemaker. The Syrian Orthodox Christians in Qahtaniya describe the ancestor of this

sheikh, who was both a religious and tribal leader in the mid 17® century, as being

responsible for saving his congregation at the time when they suffered from famine.

They needed to eat whatever they obtained. Despite this critical situation, the Patriarch
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would not allow them to eat dairy products and meat, during the fasting period of Lent.
For the sake of the congregation, the ancestor of the sheikh, i.e. the Syrian Orthodox
bishop, converted to Islam in order to allow them to break fast. The Qahtaniya Syrian
Orthodox Christians give the bishop a positive commitment to honour his descendants.
Due to this action undertaken by the *ex-bishOp, his descendant, the Sheikh Fathallah,
was regarded symbolically as a person who was able to cross the boundary between the
Chnistians and the Muslims and negotiate with both sides. For the Qahtaniya Christians,

existence of the mediator 1s important in order to claim that they negotiated with the

government and the Kurds on the equal terms.

By contrast, historical accounts of conversion of Muhallamiya Syrian Orthodox
Christians to Islam, which are written by the Syrian Orthodox Church authorities, do not
endow Muhallamiya ex-Christians with any heroic character. The Church does not admit
mismanagement by the Patriarch Ismail, which led to the loss of the Muhallamiya
congregation, The late Patriarch Ephreim Barsoum maintains that the Patriarch Ismail
admonished some Christians, when they broke the fast. This made the situation more
serious as it became a social problem as the dispute spread. Therefore, the Patriarch
excommunicated them. Furthermore the late Patriarch tries to deal with the story of the

conversion being brought about by the famine as a ‘legend’, which is believed by the
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