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ABSTRACT
)

Since their seminal migration from the Arabian Peninsula, Assyrians
have resided in what is present-day Iraq. From 1350-612 B.C., the ancient
Assyrian Empire enjoyed regional preeminence (albeit fluctuating) until the

)

fall of Nineveh. A physical link via blood ties to the ancient Assyrians is
claimed by modern Assyrians; additionally, these modern Assyrians have
been increasingly seeking the formation of their own separate and distinct
nation-state since the end of World War I. In the 20th century, the Assyrians
within Iraq have proven to be a most nettlesome minority to the central
government; moreover, their presence in the northern Iraqi oil region is

)

another problematic facet of this nationalism. Given its dependence on oil
revenues, it is highly unlikely that the Iraqi government will cede any of its
territory- especially in the lucrative northern oil region- to the Assyrians.

)

Contrapuntally, it is equally unlikely that the Assyrians will drop their
nationalistic demands. This paper will examine contemporary Assyrian
nationalism as conducted through the Church of the East, its implications,

)

)

J

and its future.

)

)

)

)

)
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The best prophet of the future is the past
-Anonymous
)

J

)

)
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I.
)

Introduction
As alluded to in the abstract, the Assyrians were certainly

among the historical residents of Mesopotamia; indeed, in the late
third millennium (B.C.), a group of Sumerian colonists established the
)

city of Assur (from which the term "Assyrian" is derived) on the
upper Tigris River.

The issue of Assyrian nationalism has firm

historical, religious, and political grounds.

This paper will employ a

multifaceted approach in addressing this phenomenon.

The ancient

Assyrians will be addressed for historical perspective.

The

treatment of the Nestorian Church and its role in Assyrian
)

nationalism will provide the religious compon·ent or contemporary
Assyrian demands for a separate and distinct homeland.

The

examination of Iraq and its petroleum focuses on the political aspect
)

of contemporary Assyrian nationalism.

All three aspects of this

nationalism are interrelated; moreover, the two major actors (the
Assyrians and the Iraqi government) concentrate on different loci.
The Assyrian nationalists focus on the religio-historical aspects of
their nationalism, while the Iraqi government fixates on the political
calculus of the Assyrian movement. At this point, an examination of
)

the ancient Assyrians is in order.

II.
J

The Ancient Assyrians
Scholars of nationalism contend that blood ties (actual or

perceived) and memories of a glorious past ,.golden age" (actual or
mythical) are powerful nationalistic stimulants; moreover,

)

2

nationalistic fervor is often stoked when a minority is (or perceives
)

that it is) oppressed.
Assyrian nationalism.

All of these conditions apply to current
Contemporary Assyrians believe that they are

the descendants of the builders of Nineveh and one-time conquerors
)

of the Middle East.•

Whether or not modern Assyrians are

descendants of the ancient Assyrians is irrelevant; in the context of
nationalism, perception is reality.
)

Having established this fact, a

brief history of the ancient Assyrians is warranted.

A Brief History
)

As alluded to earlier, the city of Assur was established on the
upper Tigris River late in the third millennium B.C.

The Amorites;

then Hittites held Assur; however, the Assyrians became
)

independent when Hittite power declined.

The Assyrian Empire

increased its territory and expanded westward to the Mediterranean
in the 12th century BLC.

The empire saw its greatest vitality during

the 9th, 8th, and 7th centuries B.C.
728 B.C.),
in 722 B.C.
)

Under Tiglath-Pileser III (746-

Babylonia and Syria were added.

Sargon II added Israel

The reign of Ashurbanipal (668-627 B.C.) marked the

Assyrian zenith; however, his death weakened the empire.

In 612

B.C., the capital of Nineveh was sacked by the Babylonians and the
)

1Dana Adams Schimidt, Journey Amon a Braye Men (Boston:
Monthly Press, 1964), 38.

J
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relegated to the pages of history.2
)

This brief historical introduction

is by no means comprehensive; indeed, the purpose of the foil owing
section is to "fill in the blanks" in order to provide a more complete
picture of the ancient Assyrians and their powerful empire.

)

The Unrivalled Empire

Archaeological exploration and excavation undertaken m the
)

19th and 20th centuries indicate migratory and settlement patterns
whereby waves of Semites emigrated from the Arabian Peninsula
and created new civilizations.

)

The Assyrians (along with the

Babylonians) are among the first groups in recorded• history to have
undertaken such a migration.

This movement occurred in the third

millennium B.C.; moreover, it brought the Assyrians into the
Mesopotamian river valley.

Consequently, the Assyrians (and to a

lesser degree, the Babylonians) dominated the established Sumerian
civilization; however, despite their rich, varied culture the Assyrians
are primarily remembered as military conquerors.3

Despite their

fierce martial image, the Assyrians had an historical acquaintance
with vassalage.
)

")

Hurrians from eastern Anatolia had settled in

northern Syria and Mesopotamia since the late third millennium B.C.;
2Kamil T. Said, Military Geography and History of the Middle East,
Description of imponant historical Middle Eastern groups and
individuals,Depanment of National Security Affairs, Naval Postgraduate
School, Monterey, California.
3Bemard Lewis, Semites and Anti-Semites (New York:
Company, 1986), 51.

J

J

W.W. Norton and
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moreover, m the 16th century B.C. they established the Mitannian
)

Empire.

Originally, the Assyrians were subservient to Mitanni;

however, Assyrian King Ashur-uballit (1365-1330 B.C.) seized
control over eastern Mitannian territory when dynastic conflicts
)

brought that Empire down.

Assyrian power grew, culminating with

its zenith under Ashurbanipal (668-627 B.C.).

Twenty-one years

later, the Assyrian empire would be consumed by the Medes from
)

the east and Babylonians from the south.

Despite its eventual

downfall, Assyrian kings including Ashurnasirpal II (883-859 B.C.),
Shalmeneser III (858-824 B.C.), Tiglath-Pileser III (744-727 B.C.),
)

Sargon II (721-705 B.C.), Sennacherib (704-681 B.C.), Esarhaddon
(680-669 B.C.), and Ashurbanipal (668-627 B.C.) expanded the
empire to include Urartu in the north, Iran in the east, Babylonia in

)

the south, and Syria, Palestine, and Egypt in the west.4 At this
juncture, a brief discussion of the ancient Assyrian landmass and its
capitals is warranted.

)

Ancient Assyria stretches northward from the Jabal Hamrin
range of low hills and covers present-day Kirkuk province, the flatter
western half of Arbil, and that of Mosul excluding its high mountain

)

J

)

J

area, but including its westward extension beyond the Tigris.

The

4 Actually, the Assyrians of Mesopotamia and the Hittites of Anatolia
divided the Hurrian state of Mitanni. See Phillip Hitti, Syria-A Shon Histoey
{London: Macmillan Press, 1959), p.44. Also see Trevor Mostyn, ed., I.h.5'
Cambridae Encyclopedia of The Middle East and Nonh Africa (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 1988), 42-43. Also see A. Leo Oppenheim, Ancient
Mesopotamia: Ponrajt of a Dead Cjymzatjon (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1964), 347.

)
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Assyrian country extends without barrier westward beyond the
)

Tigris and across the Upper Jazira of Syria.s One of the more
interesting phenomena associated with the Assyrians is the warriorking ethos. Assyrian kings were totally autocratic and, like later

)

Muslim khalifs, were expected to be warriors.

Duty required the

kings to inform the imperial god Ashur of their campaigns;
additionally, bas-reliefs and inscriptions from the royal palace at
)

Nimrud show how Ashurnasirpal II conducted war.

The Assyrians

are legendary for their ruthless treatment of prisoners.

Mutilation,

death by fire, impalement, decapitation and live flaying were not
)

uncommon; additionally, the taking of live hostages was never a
foregone conclusion.

One of the greatest examples of the Assyrian

warrior-king ethos is provided by the "Standard Inscription of
)

)

)

Ashurnasirpal II" which highlights the power of the King:
". . . the mighty warrior who treads on the necks of his
enemies, tramples down all foes, shatters the forces of the
proud; the King who acts with the support of the great gods
and whose hand has conquered all lands, who has subjugated
all the mountains and receives their tribute, taking hostages
and establishing his power over all countries. "6
Under a succession of warrior-kings, the Assyrians forged a
powerful empire rooted in military supremacy and control of the

Sstephen Hemsley Longrigg and Frank Stoak.es, I.ng_ (New York:
A Praeger, Inc., 1958), 18-19.

Frederick

6Ricbard Harrison, "Ashumasirpal II and Ninth Century Assyria," History
Today 12 (December 1977): 774, 778.
)

)

6

trade routes.
)

By the beginning of the 9th century B.C., Assyria

emerged unchallenged in the Near East. The Neo-Assyrian Empire
(950-606 B.C.) reached its peak under the reign of Esarhaddon (680669 B.C.); however, the foundation was laid by the first great

)

warrior-king of the 9th century B.C., Ashurnasirpal II (883-859 B.C.).
Closely related to the warrior-king concept was the building of
palaces as part of a royal Assyrian duty to enhance prestige;

)

moreover, kings often built their palaces in different cities than their
predecessors. 7

In geographic testimony to this fact, the Assyrian

Empire had its capital located successively at Assur, Nimrud (Kalah),
)

Khorsabad, and Nineveh.8

The late Max Mallowan postulated that

the building of Assyrian palaces in different capitals was driven by
the megalomania of kings who wanted to be seen as being more
)

powerful than their predecessors; furthermore, this paranoia
stemmed from the fear of losing the servitude and vassalage of an
overextended empire.

)

Mallowan further stated that these

ostentatious displays of royal power (via the moving of the capital
and construction of new palaces) served as effective propaganda and
as a deterrent to those looking for signs of weakness.9

Before

)

7For example, Ashumasirpal II began his reign with Nineveh as his
capital; however. within five years work had begun on a new palace at Nimrod
(Kalah). Ibid., 772-773, 777.
J

8Longrigg and Stoakes. ~ 43.
9EiJeen Humphreys, "The Society's Tour in Iraq-1978," Asian Affairs 66
(February 1979): 72 citing Max Mallowan. Mallowan's Memoirs (Collins. 1977),
253.

)

J
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proceeding any further, it is essential to delineate by time period the
)

different phases of the Assyrian Empire.
The Assyrian Empire lasted from c.

1350-606 B.C.; however,

the fall of Nineveh in 612 B.C. was its death knell. The Middle
)

Assyrian period begins at about the fall of Mitanni (c. 1330 B.C.) and
ends approximately 950 B.C.

This period included Assyrian rulers

such as Adad-nirari I, Shalmeneser I, Tukulti-Ninurta I, and Tiglath)

Pileser I.

These rulers secured the north and northeastern Assyrian

frontiers against the mountain tribes.

Later, they turned westward

where continuous wars further expanded the empire.
)

Tiglath-Pileser

I was the first Assyrian king to lead his troops to tlie Mediterranean;
however, his successors (specifically, his three sons who followed one
another on the throne) eventually lost most of these gains and the

)

great days of the Middle Assyrian period had passed.

The Neo-

Assyrian kingdom lasted from c. 950-606 B .C. and was an extension
of the work of the Middle Assyrian rulers.
)

It was based on fulfilling

the desire of the god Assur for widespread domination.

Adad-nirari

II and Tukulti-Ninurta II consolidated the empire and the warriorking Ashumasirpal was able to spend the first five years of his reign
j

establishing a new capital at Nimrud (Kalah).10 By 680 B.C., the
Assyrian Empire (then under Esarhaddon) had become strengthened
to the point that it was the unequalled great power of the age.

Under

lOJorgen Laessoe, Peoole of Ancient Assyria: Their Inscriotions and
Correspondence (New York: Barnes and Noble, Inc., 1963), 94-99.
)

)

8

Esarhaddon, the Assyrians began arming for the attack on Egypt,
)

which was the ultimate goal of Assyrian imperialism.
Assyrian armies conquered Egypt in 671 B .C.

Finally, the

Memphis was taken,

Egyptian treasure was transported to Assyria, and Assyrian
)

governors were installed in Egypt; furthermore, this conquest
introduced the horse to Egypt.
Assyrian conquest.

)

The taking of Egypt was the last great

In 614 B.C., the Mede Kyaxares took Assur and m

612 B.C. Nineveh was sacked. By 606 B.C., the Assyrian Empire
reached its end.11

Having addressed the different time periods of

the Assyrian Empire, a look at its inner workings are in order.
)

The Assyrians were highly efficient, ruthless ·administrators.
As alluded to earlier, their monarchy was centralized in the capital
and completely autocratic. ' A large bureaucracy and a well-

)

developed system of provincial government characterized the
Assyrian Empire; moreover, this government was held together by
an excellent communications network.

)

In this respect, the Assyrians

and the Ottomans are similar; however, the Assyrian Empire existed
at least 2000 years prior to the Ottoman Empire. As such, the
Ottomans perfected but did not invent bureaucratic organization.

)

In

light of the aforementioned warrior-king ethos, the Assyrians fought
constant frontier wars and faced many internal rebellions by
repressed subjects. These constant wars took their toll in Assyrian

11 Ibid., 113-115, 124. Also see Phillip K. Hitti, History of the Arabs. Tenth
Edition (New York: St. Manin's Press, 1970), 22.
)

J
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treasure and blood; consequently, they made the empire ripe for
)

sacking.12

An insightful look into the Neo-Assyrian period of the

empire is provided by a glance at the military.
In line with the warrior-king ethos, the constant maintenance
)

of the Assyrian army on a war footing was a necessary component of
royal authority.

Despite its ruthlessness in battle, the Assyrian

military was not reckless.

War spoils were critical for the morale

and future success more of Assyrian troops.

Conquered towns were

systematically plundered before being burned; moreover, the
retreating Assyrians carried away anything of value that could be
)

moved.

Livestock, grain, precious metals, and skilled workers were

among the most desirous spoils.

Reliefs depicting war scenes have

provided useful information about Assyrian weapons. The soldiers of
)

Assyria wore leather-panelled back/breast plates and crested metal
helmets; additionally, they used javelins, short swords, curved bows
and small rounded shields.13

Besides individual iron weapons and

protective gear, the Assyrians used mobile chassis-mounted iron
battering rams.

Together with a well disciplined army, this war

hardware allowed the Assyrians (in the seventh century B.C.)

to

control from Sinai to the Caspian Sea and from the Persian Gulf to

)

12Phcbe Marr, The Modem History of lrag (Boulder, Colorado:
Press. 1985), 15.

13Harrison, "Ashumasirpal II," 773, 774, 778.
J

J
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central Asia Minor.14
)

Despite its discipline and iron weapons, the

Assyrian military did not always meet with success; indeed,
Jerusalem survived a siege by the Assyrian king Sennacherib in 701
B.C.

The new walls of the city helped hold the Assyrians at bay;

however, bubonic plague-carrying mice struck the Assyrian camp
and brought it to its knees.

According to Herodotus and the Second

Book of Kings, this plague outbreak was seen as miraculous.IS
)

Ironically, it was the warfighting spirit and warrior-king ethos of
Assyrian kings in the Neo-Assyrian period that led to the ultimate
decline of the Empire.

In the Assyrian Empire, war was glorified as

it had never been previously.

If the wars diet not overextend the

empire, demand too much Assyrian blood, and were not continuous,
the empire could have survived; however, under warrior-kings such
)

as Ashurnasipal II and the succession led by Tiglath-Pileser III, the
empire fought to its premature death.

The Assyrian appetite for

ever greater and further conquest dictated that they rule alien lands
)

and people.

The price of such rule was weakened Assyrian control

over the northern frontier and mountain regions.

It was under

Sennacherib (704-681 B.C.) that the Assyrian army first recruited
subject people to fill in gaps in its ranks.

Such recruitment

14Sydney Nettleton Fisher and William Ochsenwald, The Middle East: A
History. Fourth Edition (New York: McGraw-Hill Publishing Company, 1990),

10.
15Paul Johnson, A Histor,y of the Jews (New York: Harper and Row,
Publishers, 1987), 73. Also see Johnson, kfil, 73 citing Il Kings 19:35 and
Herodotus, Historjes, Book U: 141.

)
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bastardized the Assyrian martial spirit; consequently, the troop
quality rapidly deteriorated near the end of the empire.

Egypt,

captured in 671 B.C., had to be abandoned since the Assyrian army
could not hold it.
)

In the Assyrian Empire, the army was the state;

therefore, the degeneration of the army meant the degeneration of
the state.16

As indicated by the fall of Nineveh, this axiom dictated

the certainty of the demise of the Assyrian Empire.
)

Having briefly

addressed the ancient Assyrians, we will now turn to the religious
component of Assyrian nationalism- The Church of the East.

)

ID. The Church of the East
Prior to addressing its role m Assyrian nationalism, a brief
discussion of the salient aspects of the Church of the East will be

)

helpful.

The Church (also known as the Nestorian Church, the East

Syrian Church, the Assyrian Church, and the Ancient Apostolic
Church of the East) adheres to the teaching of Nestorius, Patriarch of
)

Constantinople.

The Nestorian Doctrine (to be addressed later in this

work) was condemned as heretical at the Third Ecumenical Council at
Ephesus in 431 A.D.17
)

Nestorius and his followers rejected the

doctrine of the divine nature of Christ espoused at the Council;
predictably, the Church of the East split from the main body of
16ff.R. Hall, The Ancient Hjstozy of the Near East (London:
Co. Ltd., 1950), 513-514.

Methuen and

17 John Joseph, Muslim-Christian Relations and Inter-Christian Rivalries
in the Middle East (Albany: State University of Ne~ York Press 1983), 4, 144.

)
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Christianity after Ephesus. The Nestorian Church uses a Syriac
)

liturgy.

The Patriarch (formally referred to as the Catholicos) heads

the Nestorian ecclesiastical hierarchy and always bears the title of
Mar Shimun
)

(as the successor of Apostle Simon Petrus). The seat of

the Catholicos was located in Baghdad from the eighth century until
recent centuries, whereby it was relocated to Mosul.

In 1933, Mar

Shimun XXI Ishai fled to Cyprus and later to the U.S.; consequently,
)

he maintained little contact with his people in the Middle East.

As a

result, part of the Assyrian clergy in Iraq elected the Metropolitan
Bishop of Baghdad as a rival Catholicos in 1968.18
)

Sometime well after the Council of Ephesus, the description of
Nestorians as Assyrians came into use.

The Nestorian Church first

gained popularity in Baghdad and spread to those areas where the
Assyrian Empire prospered.

Like the ancient Assyrian Empire,

Christianity (in the form of Nestorianism) followed the trade
routes.19
)

As such, an obvious similarity exists between it and

ancient Assyria; thus, the Nestorian-Assyrian connection was
historically cemented.

At this point, a glance at Nestorian missionary

activity will illustrate the past popularity of the Church.
)

After the Council of Ephesus, the Nestorians (supported by the
Sassanid Persians) had reached West Turkestan in the sixth century,

18Yaacov Shimoni. Politjcal Djctionaty of the Arab World (New York:
Macmillan Publishing Company, 1987), 100-101.
l 9Kenneth Scott LaTourette, A Hjstoty of Christian Missions ju Chjna (New

York:
)

Russell and Russell, 1929), 48.

)
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East Turkestan and China by the seventh and eighth centuries,
)

respectively, and had Mongol converts (in the Kerait tribe) by the
eleventh century.20

Nestorianism had not only spread westward, but

its followers proselytized southward as well -eventually extending to
)

the southern tip of India.21

It is probable that the Nestorian

community in India is at least as old as the fourth century A.D. 22
Among the best evidence of the N estorian presence in China is the
)

monument of Hsianfu.

This monument was constructed in 781 A.D.

and reviews the history of Nestorianism in China from its beginning;
additionally, it features a summary of the doctrines and practices of
)

the missionaries.23

The Nestorians represent the oldest of the living

Christian heresies; moreover, they flourished during the Abbasid
Caliphate (750-1258 A.D.).
)

The Catholicos presided in Baghdad over

a large, wealthy community stretching from the Orantes Valley to
China; furthermore, these N estorians served as some of the premier
scholars, surgeons, scientists and translators of the age.24 It is

)

20Tbomas Haining. "The Mongols and Religion," Asian Affairs 73
(February 1986): 20.

'
)

21 Arnold Toynbee, Christianity Arnone Reli&ioos of the World (New York:
Charles Scribner's Sons, 1957), 62.
22LaToureue. Christian Missions, 50, citing Julius Richter, A History of
Missions in India (translation) (New York; 1908).
23LaTourette, Christian Missions, 52-53.
24Roben Brenton . Betts, Christians in the Arab East (Athens:
Press, 1975), 51.

)
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interesting to note that to the east in the Mongol Empire, a high
)

degree of religious tolerance existed; indeed, Nestorianism, Greek
Orthodoxy, Shamanism, Islam, Buddhism, and Taoism were all
represented.

Political expediency also helped endear Christianity

)

(and Nestorianism) to the Mongols.

The II Khans (Mongol Viceroys of

Persia) regarded the Christians as natural allies against Egypt and
Islam in the second half of the 13th century.25

When the Mongol

)

Empire coalesced in the late 12th/early 13th centuries, Nestorians
were recruited as clerical staffers.

Shortly thereafter, some wives of

leading Mongol princes became Nestorians and it appeared that
Nestorianism might become the leading branch· of Chnstianity.
possibility was never realized.26

This

At the end of the 14th century, a

wave of Asian invaders under the Mongol Timur Lang slaughtered
)

the bulk of the urban populations of Persia and Mesopotamia.
left the Church of the East in ruins.

Its only survivors were the

inhabitants of the Zagros Mountains of Kurdistan.
)

This

century, barely 100,000 Nestorians remained.27

By the 19th
Having covered a

brief history of the Church of the East, its basic beliefs will now be
addressed.
)

)

25Haining, "The Mongols," 24-27. It is important to remember, however,
that the Nestorians (along with the Copts and Jacobites) aided the Muslims in
their early conquest period under Umar (634-644 A.D.) in defeating the GrecoRoman Byzantines and the Aryan Persians. See Betts, Cbrjstjans, 7.
26Toynbee, Christianity, 62-63.
27Betts, Christians, 51-52.

)
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)

Basic Beliefs
Nestorians believe that Christ has two distinct natures; divine
and human.

)

Nestorius, Patriarch of Constantinople, was the most

prominent exponent of this view first emphasized by Diodorus of
Tarsus.28

Nestorians emphasize the completeness of the human

nature of Christ.
)

Besides its condemnation at the Council of Ephesus,

the Nestorian position was censured at the Council of Chalcedon in
451 A.D.

The Nestorians drew criticism for putting greater emphasis

on the separation between the divine and human natures of Christ
than on their unity; however, the Nestorian position ·was accepted as
orthodox by Persian Christians at the Council of Seleucia-Ctesiphon in

486 A.D.29
)

Besides its aforementioned Duophysite adherence, the

basic tenets of the Nestorian Church can be summarized as follows:
1.) God is lord of heaven, earth, and sea;

2.) God made man in his own image;
)

3.)

God gave the law through Moses;

4.) God sent his spirit upon the prophets;
5.) God sent Christ into the world;
6.)

Adherence to the resurrection of the dead;

7.)

Adherence to the mystery of baptism;

28Joseph, Relations. 4.
29Mostyn, ed., Mjddle East, SS.
)
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8.) Repudiation of the worship of Mary as "the Mother of God"
and the use of images;
9.)

Opposition to the doctrine of purgatory, but pray for the
dead

)

10.)

Acceptance of the real presence of Christ in the
Eucharist, although denying transubstantiation;

11.)

Ecclesiastical organization including eight orders of
clergy (lower ranks can marry); and,

12.)

Patriarchal leadership of the Church.30

Having addressed the major tenets of the Church of the East, an
)

examination of the Patriarch and his role in n'ecessafy.

The Patriarch and His Role
)

As previously mentioned, the Patriarch is the leader of the
Nestorian Church; specifically, he is the spiritual and temporal chief
of the Assyrian nation.

)

Since 1450, the Patriarchy has been

hereditary, passed from uncle to nephew; however, the succession
must follow the choice of the family and be consecrated by general
approval.

The Patriarchal candidate must be celibate; moreover, he

should never have eaten meat.

Additionally, his mother should have

fallowed a strict vegetarian diet during her pregnancy and nursing.3 1
30LaTourette, Christian Missions. 56.
31Sunna D'Bait Mar Shimun, Assyrjan Chruch Customs, London, 1920, 52
and Bayard Dodge, "The Settlement of the Assyrians on the Khabbur," Journal
of the Royal Central Asian Society 27 (1940): 302.
)

-.
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Under the Ottomans 1517-1924 A.D.), the Patriarch-led Assyrians
enjoyed millet status; moreover, the Patriarch was known as a prince
ruling the Assyrian nation free from Turkish law .32 As such, the
Assyrians enjoyed a significant degree of autonomy under the
Ottoman Sultan-Caliphs.

As we shall see later, this autonomy would

be shattered after World War I.
As temporal chief of the Assyrian nation, the Patriarch is the
)

)

"leader" of the six independent Assyrian-Nestorian tribes that live in
the mountains of Kurdistan.

These tribes are the Tiari, Tkhoma, Jilu,

Ishtazin, Baz, and the Diz.

Assyrians are found in Europe, the United

States, Lake Urmi to Beirut, and north of Lake ~van tb south of
MosuI.33

Today, the Nestorian Patriarch ministers from Chicago.

It is

essential to bear in mind that not all Assyrians are pro-Patriarch.
)

The adventures of Ishai, Mar Shimun XXI, to be covered later in this
work, led some Assyrians to look elsewhere for leadership;
consequently, the Metropolitan Bishop of Baghdad was established as
a rival Catholicos in the late 1960's.

Since he possessed temporal

power, it was essential for the Patriarch to closely monitor regional
events and make secular decisions that would be in the best interest
of the Assyrian community.

As such, the Patriarch was capable of

making enemies; indeed, in 1918 Mar Shimun XIX Benjamin was
murdered by Simko, Agha of the Shakak (this will be covered in

32Mar Shimun, Church Customs, 58-59.
33Jbid., 57.
)

)
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greater detail later in this work).34
)

This temporal power of the

Patriarch became increasingly important when Ishai, Mar Shimun
XXI, came to power in 1920; moreover, it was put to the ultimate test
culminating in the Assyrian Affair of 1933.

At this juncture,

)

however, this work will digress and examine the Assyrian experience
of World War I.
)

World War I.

The first World War timeframe proved to be disastrous for the
Assyrians.

A combination of misplaced trust and adventurism

(under Agha Petrus) would lead to refugee status and many Assyrian
deaths.

The murder of the Patriarch by Simko further exacerbated

the desperate plight of the Assyrian nation.

A review of their World

War I history reveals the hardships of these people.
Unlike 1933 (and to a lesser degree today), there were few
Assyrians in Iraq in 1900; additionally, almost all were in the
)

vicinity of Amadiya in Iraq's extreme north.
Assyrians in Iraq dates back to World War I.

The settling of the
Until 1915, the

Assyrians lived in the Hakkiari district of the highlands of presentday Turkish Kurdistan.

The combustion of World War I focused

Assyrian resentment of Turkish rule; also, this resentment was
reinforced by the strong relations between the Nestorian and certain
)

N.J.:

34John Joseph, The Nestorians and Their MusUm Neimbors (Princeton,
Princeton Univerisity Press, 1961), 158.
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Western churches (evidenced by the Archbishop of Canterbury's
)

Mission to the Assyrians).

As a result, the Assyrians identified with

the Allied cause and rebelled against the Turks, joining advancing
Russian troops in the spring of 1915.35
)

When Russian forces reached

Van and Bashqal'a (Turkey), they urged the Assyrians to rise against
the Ottomans.

The Assyrians quickly accepted and renounced

Turkish allegiance; unfortunately, the Russians retired suddenly and
)

the Assyrians found themselves in a most untenable situation.

In

response to the instigation of the Ottoman government, the regional
Kurdish tribes (Barwari, Artushi, Chai, and Oramar) had a good
)

pretext to combine and assail the Assyrians.

The brother of the Mar

Shimun was killed in Mosul, and Qudshanis as well as other Assyrian
villages were pillaged; however, these first assaults did not uproot
)

the Assyrian villages.

A second series of attacks in midsummer 1915

ravaged Assyrian territory and drove the villagers to their highest
inaccessible pastures; however, winter would deny the Assyrians this
refuge.

Having little choice, the Assyrians headed to Urmiya (Iran).3 6

In autumn 1915, Assyrian tribes of the Hakkiari region led by
the Mar Shimun filtered into the plains of Salmas and Urmiya (Iran).
These plains, with their indigenous Christian populations, provided
the Assyrians sanctuary.
)

3Sstephen H. Longrigg, Iraq. 1900 to 1950 (London: Oxford University
Press, 1953), 11. Also see Mohammad A. Tarbush, The Role of the MiUtazy in
Politics: A Case Study of lrag to 1941 (London: KPI Ltd., 1982), 95.
36Longrigg, lr.a..Q.. 97.
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By the close of 1917, the Mar Shimun had

)
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5000 Assyrian riflemen at his disposal.

These warriors were to hold

)

the front against the Turks.

The Christian force in the region totalled

6000; unsurprisingly, this strong Christian force worried some in the
region.
)

Both the Urmiya Muslims and the Kurdish chiefs (especially

the de facto leader, Agha Simko) considered the armed Christian
force a threat.

Simko (of the Shekak tribe) invited the Mar Shimun

to a meeting in the village of Kohneshahr in Salmas, where a

'

Kurdish-Assyrian alliance was being discussed.

by assassination, as the Patriarch and all but one of his bodyguard
were killed.

)

Dinner was followed

In traditional Middle Eastern fashion, revenge became

the duty of the sister of the murdered Patriarch, Surma Khanum.
She rallied the Assyrian forces, who succeeded in driving the Kurds
from the Salmas plain; however, the Kurds (with Turkish help)
rejoined to attack and drive the Christian forces south to Urmiya.
Here, battles were fought which broke the Assyrian lines and morale.
The Assyrians then retreated towards Ramadan for British

)

protection, harassed by Kurd fighters and tribes along the route.
This retreat signalled the end of the unified Assyrian nation.3 7
The attack on Urmiya drove out the Assyrians; furthermore the

)

Turks and Kurds massacred many as they fled.

The British had

promised support to the local Assyrians against the Turks.

A convoy

of arms and money for delivery to the Christian tribesmen of Urmiya
)

37William Eagleton, The · Kurdjsb Republic of 1946 (London:

University Press, 1963), 9-10.

)
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was dispatched in July 1918 to Sain Qaleh (100 miles south of
Tabriz).

When the Turks attacked Urmiya, many of the Christian

leaders and leading tribal chiefs were enroute to Sain Qaleh to
receive the arms.
)

In the ensuing massacre, neither age nor sex was

spared; additionally, several thousand died from exhaustion and
disease enroute to Mesopotamia (500 miles away).

The military

authorities at Ramadan and Kirmanshah attempted to provide food
and shelter for the 30,000 refugees.
the refugees to Baqubah.

A decision was made to bring

Toward the end of August 1918, refugees

began streaming into the camp on the right bank of the Diyala River.
)

At that time, the mortality rate was 60 per day as t}'phus had spread
among refugees.

of the 25,000 Assyrians who reached Baqubah,

15,000 were from the Turkish highlands while the remainder were
)

Persian subjects from Solduz, Salmas, Targawar, and Margawar.
These Persian Assyrians were eventually repatriated in 1919;
however, Turkey refused to allow its Assyrians to return to their

)

homes.38

The British then settled approximately 20,000 Assyrians in

northern Iraq in the vicinity of Zakho and Dohuk.39
and British encouragement

Despite Russian

(regarding rebellion against the Turks)

the Assyrians, via their misplaced trust, helped bring an end to their
nation.

We will next address the issue of Assyrian resettlement.

38Amold T. Wilson, Mesopotamia 1917-1920: A Clash of Loyalties (London:
Oxford University Press. 1931), 35-37. The number of Assyrians in the
Baqubah camps is also given as high as 35, 000. See Tarbush, Irag to 1941, 96.
39Marr, History, 11.
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The Baqubah camps served as home for Assyrian refugees until
)

1921, costing the British Treasury

3 million.40

The Assyrian

problem had become both old and expensive for the Brits.

The

British director of repatriation drafted a plan whereby the Assyrian
)

mountaineers and plainsmen would unite and form a combined
Assyrian nation from the refugees at Baqubah.

The plan called for

occupation of the lower hill districts on the Turco-Persian border,
)

east of a line drawn from Gawar to Ushnuwiyeh and from there to
Urmiya.

)

Agha Petrus (a rival of the Patriarchal family) was chosen

by the British to lead the Assyrians.

By October 19, 1920 there were

6000 armed men grouped by tribes.

In cooperation •with the Kurdish

chiefs, the group moved to Aqrah-Dagh (the limits of the occupied
territory) and the operation was underway.
)

It soon failed.

The

country across the Aqrah-Dagh was held by Surchi and Zibari Kurds,
who were hostile to the British.

The Assyrians overcame the two

Kurdish tribes; however, Agha Petrus pursued the Zibaris instead of
)

moving toward Niri (as per the plan).

TJie Tiari and Tkhoma clans

found themselves moving toward their own mountains with enough
arms to exact revenge on all enemies; consequently, they tried to
reoccupy their ancestral villages.

The Persian section of the Assyrian

force halted in the unfamiliar mountains and beat a hasty,
disorganized retreat to Aqrah and Mindan, losing approximately 100
men to the early winter cold.

40Tarbush, Irag to 1941, 96.

Two weeks after its beginning, all

)
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refugees were back in their camps and Agha Petrus was greatly
)

demoralized.41
One of the lesser known plans for Assyrian resettlement after
World War I was the Amadiya Scheme. The British government felt

)

responsible for the refugee status of the Assyrians and tried to
rectify the situation.

In the spring of 1919, the British consulted

with the Nestorians regarding resettlement in Canada.42 The
community members decided that repatriation to their ancient
homes was their first choice, provided their safety could be
guaranteed.

Migration would only take place after they had failed to

return to their own land.

The Amadiyah Scheme called for a millet

in an enclave of the Amadiyah district within the British sphere of
influence.

The reasoning was that the Kurds in the area, who had

twice revolted and recently had murdered the local British political
officers, would be evicted with their land going to Nestorians.

The

valley concerned was fertile and sheltered; thus, the British felt that
...1

the Assyrians could be self supporting.

The scheme was approved in

August 1919 by the British civil commissioner.

As per the scheme,

the eviction of the Kurds would remove a menace to the future peace
of northern Mesopotamia and punish the Kurds for the murder of
British officials in Amadiyah.

Although many Nestorians approved of

)

41Joseph, The Nestorians, 159-162.
42Jbid., 156, citing H.H. Austin; The Baqubab Refu2ee Camp (London, 1920),

108.
)
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the plan (as did the British government), it was scrapped in May
)

1920 due to British military preoccupations.43

After the Amadiyah

Scheme folded and the mission of Agha Petrus ended in disarray, it
was hoped that the Assyrians would be let to return to Turkey.
)

This

was not to be the case.
The Lausanne Conference opened on November 20, 1922 with
the determination of the Turco-Iraqi frontier on its agenda.

At the

conference, the British mounted a last-ditch effort to settle the
N estorians in the original homes in the Hakkiari region of Turkey.
Lord Curzon of Great Britain stated that the Assyrians generated

'

great world interest and that many were either in Turkey or wanted
to return to their ancient Turkish homes near Julamerk.

Curzon

assured the Conference that Great Britain would do its best for
refugees within its sphere of influence.

Regarding those already in

Turkey or wishing to return there, Curzon sought guarantees from
the Turkish government regarding Assyrian language, schools,
)

customs, and religion.
suggestion.

The Turkish delegate flatly refused this

Ismet Pasha informed Lord Curzon that Allied proposals

for "national homes for minorities would dismember Turkey",
)

therefore, his delegation would not participate in any discussion of
special privileges as proposed by Curzon.

..,

)

43Joseph, The Nestocians. 156-157.

Curzon later admitted that

)
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concerning certain aspects of the minorities problem, the Allied
)

powers accepted Turkish positions so as to reach agreement.44
As for the fixing of the Turco-Iraqi frontier, Lord Curzon
reversed his position a la Nestorian settlement in Turkish territory.

'\

The Turks claimed the entire Mosul vilayet; meanwhile, the British
used the Nestorians as one of the reasons for rejection of the Turkish
claim.

On January 23, 1923 (two weeks after he stated that there

were Nestorians in Turkey and others who wanted to be there),
Curzon stated that non-Muslim inhabitants of the Mosul vilayet did
not desire to return to Turkey; furthermore, Curzon alluded to
Nestorian suffering and exile and said they seltled in Iraq rather
than submit to Turkish rule in their own land.

Eventually, the Mosul

question was eliminated from the agenda of the Conferencc.45
Finally, the establishment of the Turco-Iraqi frontier was set on 29
October 1924 in Brussels.

This interim frontier line came to be

known as the "Brussels Line."

It ran south of the alignment claimed

by Britain; as such it excluded some Assyrian areas.

This line, barely

changed, went on to form the permanent Turco-Iraqi frontier.

On 18

July 1926, Turkey ratified a tripartite Anglo-Turkish-Iraqi treaty
accepting the Brussels Line as the frontier.

A policy of good relations

on a neutralized frontier, with a Frontier Commission to maintain
them, was adopted.
)

44Ibid., 168-170.
45Jbid., 170-171.
l

Additionally, Iraq agreed to pay Turkey ten

)

26
percent of all oil royalties found in the Mosul vilayet for a period of
)

25 years.

The Mosul Question was resolved.46

After having solved the Mosul dispute and helping demarcate
the Turco-Iraqi frontier, the League of Nations Frontier Commission
'I

reported that the Assyrians should have their ancient privileges
restored to prewar levels along with a measure of local autonomy
(especially in appointing their own officials).

)

In return, a tribute

would be paid to the "Sovereign State" (either Iraq or Turkey)
through the Patriarch.

The Commission implied that the Assyrians

should eventually return to their Hakkiari enclave; however, the
)

Assyrians were uninterested in returning to Turkey and opted to
remain in Iraq.47

Efforts to settle the Assyrians in Iraq continued

and by the close of 1928, 1700 families had been permanently
)

settled.

Until 1931, the Assyrians were excused from Iraqi taxation;

moreover, they paid only one-fifth the rifle license fee paid by the
Kurds, and were allowed to settle all personal matters through their
)

ecclesiastical authorities.48

Despite their seemingly improved lot,

nationalism and Patriarchal demand for temporal power would lead
to the A.ssyrian Affair of 1933 and its unfortunate aftermath.

The Assyrian Affair of 1933 and its Aftermath
J

46Longrigg, l.r.iul.. 153, 156.
47Tarbush, Irag to 1941, 96, citing (GB) FO 371/16894, 18.10.1933.
48Jbid., 96-97.
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The ill-fortune of the Assyrians would not end with World War
)

I.

Between its end and August 1933, Assyrian-Iraqi tensions

increased to the breaking point.

Ultimately, the Iraqi Anny would

massacre hundreds of Assyrians; additionally. the Assyrians would
)

If World War I

be subject to two prominent resettlement schemes.

crippled the Assyrian nation. the Assyrian Affair of 1933 decapitated
it.

An examination of the events leading up to this event and its

aftermath is warranted.
As the mandatory power of Iraq. Britain recognized the need
for an Iraqi army; however. it found itself in a dilemma.
)

British

taxpayers were clamoring for decreased military expenditures in
Iraq. but Britain could not afford any Iraqi outburst.

An army that

could ensure internal security and uphold governmental authority
)

was seen as the best guarantor of British interest.

In light of this

fact. it was decided at the 1921 Cairo Conference that the Iraqis
would provide an army that would be supplemented by the Royal
Air Force (RAF) and the British officered Assyrian Levies. The RAF
and the Levies would have been anomalies in an independent Iraq;
therefore. the Treaty of 1923 stipulated that Iraq would ultimately
be responsible for defense with British assistance progressively
reduced.

Iraq would expand its forces as necessary and allocate at

least 25 percent of its revenues to the military.49

49 Abbas Kelidar, ed., The Inteeration of Modem Irag (New York:
Manin's Press, 1979), 94.
')
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Before addressing the role of the Assyrian Levies, it is essential
)

to understand the Iraqi attitude toward the British vis a vis the
minorities.

Iraqis saw British minority work, both during and at the

end of their mandate, as a plot to perpetuate British rule in Iraq.
)

Iraqis could not understand that some Brits were Assyriophiles just
as some were Arabophiles (such as T.E. Lawrence); however, the
Iraqis viewed Lawrence as a traitor and a spy.

)

Given this Iraqi

attitude, it is not surprising that the formation of the Assyrian Levies
raised Iraqi ire.5 o
In accordance with the decision made at the 1921 Cairo

)

Conference, Assyrians were recruited into the 'Iraq Cevies in 1922.
The Levies were British paid and officered; as such, they were
distinct from the Iraqi Army.

The Assyrians made good soldiers;

indeed, they helped subdue the Kurdish tribes of the north and in
recovering Rowanduz from the Turks in 1923..

R.S.Stafford has noted

that British officers of the Levies encouraged the Assyrians to have a
superiority complex.51

The Assyrians of the Levies considered

themselves superior to Iraqi Arabs and Kurds; consequently, they
felt entitled to better conditions.

Additionally, the Assyrians were

convinced that their military prowess alone led to the establishment

50Khaldum S. Husry, "The Assyrian Affair of 1933, Parts I and II,"
International Journal pf Middle East Studjes S (1974): 162-163.

51 Jbid., 164-165.
j
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of administration in northern Iraq by the central government.5 2
)

Despite the Assyrian attitude, British commanders of the Assyrian
Levies reported that great persuasion was required to have the
Assyrians enlist.

)

The Assyrians were wary because they knew it

would affect their future relations with the Kurds; however, famine
conditions made the economic aspects of conscription attractive.
Tribal leaders and their sons were usually given commissions in the
Levies; moreover, the principal commission was given to the father
of the Patriarch.

This allowed the British to have firm control over

the Levies while increasing the influence of the Patriarchal family;
)

unfortunately, this led to the excessive claims of Mat Shimun in the
years to come. 5 3
The Iraqis clearly saw the Assyrian Levies as British proteges;

)

consequently, they became symbols of British domination.

The

Assyrians generally did not consider themselves to be an Iraqi
minority.
)

They rejected Iraqi citizenship; indeed, as late as 1932 the

Mar Shimun refused to take such citizenship.

The Iraqi authorities

felt short-circuited, as the Assyrians submitted their grievances to
the Mar Shimun, who forwarded them to the British High
Commissioner, who them passed them on to the Iraqi government.54
52Jbid., 165, citing (GB) R.O. 371/16889.
)

53Joseph, The Nestorians, 166-167.
1922-23, 52.

Also see Ibid., 167, citing IraQ Report.

54Husry, 1933, 166, citing R.S. Stafford, The Tra~edy of the Assyrians
(London, 1935), 70.
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From their inception, there was tension between the Levies and the
)

Iraqis.

This tension was evidenced as early as 1924, when two

companies of Levies looted shops and houses in Kirkuk and killed a
number of Iraqis.

This rampage was allegedly caused by an

argument between Assyrian privates and Kirkuk shopkeepers.

This

incident did little to endear Assyrians to the Iraqi people.55 In the
years to come, the Iraqi Army would also have major problems and
)

setbacks.
The two years pnor to Iraq's 3 October 1932 independence
featured serious Kurdish disturbances in the north.

)

In an effort to

quell the unrest, the Iraqi Army was rebuffed' and would have been
routed without RAF aid.

Besides being deeply chagrined, the Iraqi

Army suspected the British of trying to jeopardize Iraq's entry into
)

the League of Nations by fomenting Kurdish unrest.56 The
embarrassment of the Iraqi Army, coupled with the Assyrian
agitation that peaked with the mutiny of the Levies in 1932, led to

)

an explosive situation within Iraq.
In 1931, The Assyrians had presented the League of Nations a
demand for the establishment of an autonomous enclave in Iraq.
This demand was rejected by the League.

In October of that same

55Ibid.• Although the number killed in Kirkuk is unknown. R.S. Stafford
puts the number at fifty in Assyrians, 47.

56Marion Farouk-Sluglett and Peter Sluglett, Irag Since 1958:
Reyolution to Dictatorship (London:
164.
)
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KPI, Ltd., 1987), 14.
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Also see Husry, "1933,"
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year, the Assyrians petitioned the League concerning the feasibility
of Assyrian emigration en masse to Syria or a European country.
Since the League Mandates Commission had no summer session, the
petition was slated to be reviewed in Autumn 1932; however,
)

Assyrian impatience dictated action prior to this review.

On 1 June

1932 the Assyrian Levies presented their British commander a letter
of resignation effective I July 1932.

This action was driven by the

British failure to ensure the future of the Assyrians after the
termination of the mandate.
British.
)

This action surprised and startled the

British authorities learned that in April 1932, the Mar

Shimun and Surma Khanum had meetings with the i\ssyrians officers
of the Levies.

As a result of these meetings, a secret pact was drawn

up to maintain a united front and obey the Mar Shimun.
)

British

authorities also discovered that the Mar Shimun was preparing to
concentrate the entire Assyrian community, including the rebellious
Levies, in the Dohuk-Amadiyah area in the beginning of July 1932.
On 16 June, a meeting of the Mar Shimun and the Assyrian leaders
was held at Amadiyah.
Commissioner.

A petition was addressed to the British High

This petition stated demands, as the Assyrians felt

they had not received the expected reward from the British for their
services.
)

The Assyrian demands were as follows:

1.)

The Assyrians were to be recognized a millet within Iraq;

2.)

The Hakkiari District of Turkey should be annexed to Iraq
with its villages restored to the Assyrians;

)

32
3.) H the above is not possible, a national home open to all
)

Assyrians was to be arranged including the Amadiyah
district, and adjacent parts of the Zakho, Dohuk and Aqra
districts; and

)

4.)

The temporal and spiritual authority of the Patriarch over
the Assyrian nation should be officially recognized and that
an annual subsidy be provided to him.

i

The petition stated that if these demands were not met by 28 June
1932, the Levies would resign and join in the nationalist movement;
however, on 29 June, the Mar Shimun issued a letter to the members

)

of the Assyrian Levies urging them to continue their· service until the
Assyrian petition could be considered buy the League of Nations.

In

September 1932, the Mar Shimun arrived in Geneva to present the
Assyrian demands personally to the League.

This was a wasted trip;

the League rejected the demands of the petition on the grounds of
the disunity it would wreak in the Iraqi state.
)

to Iraq in January 1933.

Mar Shimun returned

Also in January 1933, Yaqu, son of Ismail

(both followers of the Patriarch) resigned from the Levies.

In the

spring of 1933 he embarked on a campaign to persuade the
)

Assyrians not to apply for Iraqi nationality or settlement.
armed Assyrians began taking to the mountains.

The

On 24 June 1933,

the Iraqi government dispatched a military force to prevent the
)

situation from deteriorating.

The Iraqi government was deeply

concerned over events, just having joined the League of Nations and
anxious not to incur its wrath.

The armed defiance of Yaqu and his

)
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followers presented the government with a monumental challenge.
)

As the Iraqi military headed north, the Mar Shimun was summoned
to Baghdad, where he was informed that the Iraqi government could
not delegate any temporal authority to the office of the Patriarch.

)

Still, Ishai did not renounce his claim to temporal power and was
consequently detained in Baghdad as a result.

On 20 July, the Iraqis

learned that all Assyrians of military age had disappeared from their
1

Dohuk villages.

On 21 July, the Iraqis discovered that large numbers

of these Assyrians were crossing the Tigris into Syria.

The Iraqi

government asked that Assyrians on Syrian territory be disarmed
)

and kept from the frontier by the French (mandatory) authorities.
On 30 July, the Iraqis were informed that the French had disarmed
nearly all of Yaqu's followers.

)

The events that would begin on 4

August would be deadly for the Assyrian nation.
On 4 August 1933, the Assyrians under Yaqu recrossed the
Tigris into Iraq and attacked the Iraqi Army at Dayrbaun.
Army suffered 34 men killed and 41 wounded.

5 August.

The attack ended on

It is unknown how the Assyrians rearmed.

During this

time of internal turbulence, looting swept norther,n Iraq.
)

villages were destroyed.
Dohuk.

The Iraqi

Assyrian

Summayl is a village eight miles from

Yaqu was from Summayl; additionally, its chief (who was a

strong supporter of the Mar Shimun) along with 50 others followed
Yaqu to Syria.

Since 8 August 1933, Assyrians from neighboring

villages had been coming to Summayl for protection from looting.
the morning of 11 August 1933, an Iraqi Army detachment under

J

On

)

34
Ismail Tohalla (who worked for Bakr Sidqi) entered Summayl and
)

massacred 315 Assyrians.57

The Iraqi military consequently became

the toast of the country.
From its inception, the Iraqi Army served as a means of
)

national identity.

Although embarrassed by its poor showing against

the Kurds in 1930-32, the Army was vindicated by its handling of
the Assyrian situation.
)

The Assyrian Affair tested the unity of Iraq,

the legitimacy of its government, and especially the ability of its
army.

By virtue of its showing, the Army established its role in state

affairs, its martial spirit, and its freedom from Great Britain.
mood in Iraq was one of jubilation.
removed its inferiority complex.

The

The Army gain!d an identity and

Bakr Sidqi basked in glory as the

Army was referred to as the savior of the nation.58

The Iraqi Army

had arrived, over the dead bodies of its Assyrian victims.
As a result of the Assyrian Affair and its outcome, the Mar
Shimun found bis life in jeopardy, both from mob violence and the
desire of the Iraqi government to try him on a capital charge.
Consequently, the RAF flew Ishai to Cyprus on 18 August 1933.
29 August, his aunt (Surma Khanum) followed him.59
J

On

From Cyprus,

Ishai travelled to the United States and established the Patriarchate
in Chicago.

He then went on to marry and was assassinated in

57Husry, "1933," 167-176, 344-346.
58Kelidar, Jptegratjon, 105-108.
59Husry, "1933," 355.

)

35
California in 1975.
)

Having examined the Assyrian Affair of 1933 and

its consequences and aftermath, the post-1933 plight of the
Assyrians will now be addressed.
The region of Syria located between the Tigris and the
Euphrates is known as al-Jazirah (the Island).

After World War I,

many Christian refugees from Turkey established new towns in the
J azirah district.

The Assyrian settlements include those between Ras

al-Ain and Hassetche.

Ras al-Ain, besides being the old Mitanni

capital, features a fountain which is the source of the upper Khabbur
River.60
)

The next part of this text will feature the Ghab and Khabbur

River Schemes for Assyrian resettlement.

The Jazird figures

prominently in the Khabbur River Scheme; however, we will first
focus on the Ghab Scheme.
In 1935, the League of Nations and the French (as mandatory
power of Syria) were concerned with the Assyrian situation.

By

1935, 6000 Assyrians had flowed into Syria from Iraq; moreover,
)

those still in Iraq wanted an en masse settlement within Syria.
Ghab Scheme was borne of this pressure.

The

The expenses were to be

shared proportionally by the League, Great Britain, Iraq, and Syria.
)

Settlement was open to all Assyrians, whether in Iraq or Syria, up to
25,000.

The plan required the

construction of a large dam north of

Hama so as to settle the Assyrians in the Orantes Valley (Ghab). In
")

August 1935, the French authorities sent the League Committee for

60nodge, "The Settlement.'' 312-313.
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the Settlement of the Assyrians a plan for settling the Assyrians in
)

the Ghab (of the Orantes).

Refugees would be settled on state owned

lands while they helped the Syrian government build a dam across
the Achame Plain and drain 40,000 acres.
)

When the draining was

complete, the Assyrians were to build permanent villages in their
new national home.

This plan collapsed in 1936.

The Arab majority

in Syria brooked opposition to any favoritism shown to minority
i

groups; additionally, Muslim landowners would not sell for a
reasonable price.

Another major reason for failure was grossly

underestimated cost projections.
were insufficient.

Finally, malaria control measures

As a result of the failure of· the Gbab Scheme, the

League Council attempted to settle the Assyrians on the Khabbur
River, as it held fewer obstacles.61
)

During the summer of 1936, Assyrian settlement along the
Khabbur was viewed as temporary; however, 2500 more Assyrians
had moved from Iraq to the Khabbur.

In September 1937, the

League recommended that the Assyrians should be permanently
settled along the Khabbur between Ras al-Ain and Hassetche.

The

immediate Assyrians reaction was a desire to return to Iraq.

They

feared the bedouin, they perceived the Damascus government as
unsympathetic, and they feared Turkish expansion.

This Assyrian

desire was nullified by the Iraqi refusal to let them recross the
')

61Hedley V. Cooke, ChallenKe and Response in the Middle East (New York:
Harper and Brothers, 1952), 160-161. Also see Dodge, "Khabbur," 306-308.
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Tigris.
)

The summers of 1938 and 1939 featured bountiful crops.

its name implies, this scheme was instituted along both banks of the
Upper Khabbur River.

It consisted of reorganizing the already

existing settlement of Assyrian refugees.
)

As

This resettlement was

geared to making suitable arrangements for health and education.
Unfortunately, the plan only applied to the 9000 Assyrians actually
in Syria (unlike the failed Ghab Scheme); moreover, the settlement
would not be accorded special political status. 62

Thus, the Assyrians

found themselves as refugees twice since the beginning of World
War I.
)

self.

The once powerful nation was but a remnant of its former

As the next part of this work indicates, Iraqi petroleum acts as

a major obstacle to any Assyrian nationalism within Iraq; moreover,
Saddam Hussein's recent crushing of Kurdish and Shiite revolts does
)

not bode well for any Assyrian uprising within Iraq.

IV. Iraq and Petroleum
)

The Importance of Oil
Indisputably, oil is the most significant Iraqi natural resource.
Petroleum comprises 32 percent of the Iraqi GNP and accounts for 99

)

percent of its exports.63
dependence on oil.

These figures serve as evidence of the Iraqi

Iraq has claimed proven reserves of 100 billion

62cooke, Challenee and Response. 166.

Also see Dodge, "Khabbur," 310.

63United States Department of State. Bureau of Public Affairs: Background
Notes-lrag (Washington D.C.: Government Printing Ofice, 1987). 4.
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barrels; however, the five year plan announced in 1988 called for
)

economic diversification away from dependence on oiI.64

Before

examining the current Iraqi dependence on oil revenues, an
historical review of Iraqi petroleum issues is warranted.
)

In the early 20th century, it became apparent that Iraq
contained (or had the potential to contain) large petroleum deposits.
In 1914, the Turkish Petroleum Company (TPC) was formed by BP,

)

Royal Dutch-Shell, and the Deutsche Bank to secure Mesopotamian oil
rights.

World War I interrupted the negotiations over this

concession.
)

After the war, the British government took over the

German shares of TPC.

In turn, the British gave its newfound TPC

share to the French in return for the transfer of the oil-rich Mosul
area (which was in the French sphere of influence as per the Sykes Picot Agreement) to British-controlled Iraq.65

Thus, British

colonialism was at least partially fueled by petroleum.

By 1935,

Britain, France, and the U.S. signed an agreement on their respective
areas of influence.

By 1939, Iraq produced 4 million tons of oil,

indicating its importance as a regional oil center. 66 In the post64Yousif M. Abdul-Rahman, "Trade With Iraq. and Emerging Market."
American - Arab Affairs 28 (Spring 1989): 38-40. In this source. the author
further states that total probable Iraqi oil reserves would add approximately 50
billion barrels to the 100 billion barrel figure.
6S1n 1928. several U.S. companies were added to the TPC and its name was
changed to the Iraqi Petroleum Company (IPC). See Alisdair Drysdale and
Gerald H.Blake, The Middle East and North Africa; A Political Geography (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1985), 341.
66Peter R. Odell, Oil and World Power (New York:

D
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Penguin Books. 1986), 87.
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World War II timeframe, Iraq and Iran were the major Middle East
)

oil producers; moreover, output from their existing oilfields was
increased by investment in producing operations and expenditure on
increasing pipeline capacity.67

This boom cycle in Middle East

petroleum development would dovetail nicely with concurrent
European events.
As a result of wartime damage to coal-mining facilities and
)

associated transportation assets, most Western European Countries
faced a shortage in their total energy supply immediately after
World War II.

)

Overseas oil, especially from the Middle East,

provided an immediate solution to the European pr6blem;
consequently, Western Europe changed their primary energy source
form coal to oil.

)

This change clearly facilitated post-war

reconstruction and development. 68

In light of this change, it is not

surprising that Western Europe serves as one of the major markets
for Iraqi crude oil.69
)

The development of the Iraqi petroleum

industry was evident by 1954, when Iraq helped (via increased
production) to make up for lost Iranian production that resulted
from Mossadegh's attempt to nationalize the Iranian petroleum

)

industry (1951-1954).70

By virtue of its oil, Iraq was becoming

67Jbid., 88-89.

J

681bid., 114.

69u.s.

Depanment of State, Background Notes, 1.

70Qdell, Qil, 93.
)
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increasingly important in the Middle East.
)

By 1960, Iraq (along with

Saudi Arabia, Iran, Kuwait, and Venezuela) had organized OPEC, in
response to the lowering of posted prices for oiI.71

Despite OPEC

membership, Iraq has a major weakness in its oil industry.
)

Pipelines

through other countries serve as the Achilles heel of the Iraqi
petroleum industry.
The northern Iraqi oilfields have always depended on pipelines

)

built through other countries to the Mediterranean coast as an outlet
for their production.

When Israel achieved statehood in 1948, lines

that passed through the new state (to Haifa) were rendered useless
)

by Arab opposition.

Production of northern Iraqi oil was resumed

only after new lines were built to export terminals in Lebanon;
however, these new lines passed through Syria.
')

As a result of Syrian

extremism in the 1956-57 Suez Crisis and disagreements between
the Syrian government and the pipeline company (concerning
transport royalties), the flow of Iraqi oil was temporarily halted
through the Syrian lines; consequently, Iraq lost oil revenues and
royalties as a result of halted oil production.

Iraq overcame its

Syrian problem by constructing a pipeline to an indigenous port on
J

the Shatt al Arab and by construction of a 613 mile pipeline from its
northern oil fields to Ceyhan, on Turkey's eastern Mediterranean
coast.

)

Additionally, work was completed on a spur line connecting

Iraqi southern oil fields with the Saudi Arabian pipeline to Yanbu on

71 Ibid., 21.

)

)
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the Red Sea. 72

'

The completion of these non-Syrian pipelines has

resulted in more stable outlets for Iraqi oil.

Oil flow in the Iraqi

pipeline to Turkey began in 1977; moreover, until the recent
sanctions, the bulk of Iraqi oil was exported through this pipeline.
)

Indeed, the last expansion of this line in 1987 rendered it capable of
handling 1.5 million barrels per day.73

These relatively dependable

pipelines will help Iraq recoup some of its recent lost oil revenues
when sanctions imposed as a result of its invasion of Kuwait are
lifted; however, the U.S., Great Britain, and France favor sanctions as
long as Saddam Hussein remains in power.74 As such, Iraq will
'

continue to lose oil revenues.
Since the 1974 nationalization of the Iraqi oil industry, the Iraq
National Oil company (l.N.O.C.) has consistently tried to increase both

...

production and exploration; indeed, at the time of the Gulf War in
1980, Iraq was the second largest oil producer in the world (after

Saudi Arabia).75
Iraq and Iran.

The 1980-88 Gulf War hurt oil production in both

In 1982, Iraq alone lost at least $3 .2 billion due to

.
"'l

12Ibid., 95-96.

Also, U.S. Depanment of State, Backeround Notes, 4.

73see Drysdale and Blake, The Mjddle East, 113, 340. Also see AbdulRahman, "Trade With Iraq," 40.
74No author given, "Oil Price Volatility Possible Through 1992, Depending
on Gulf Scenarios," Oil and Gas Journal 89 (June 24, 1991): 23.

75Qdell,

Qil, 97, 248.
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decreased oil production.76 As a result of its war with Iran and
recent war against the international coalition over Kuwait, Iraq is
sorely in need of oil revenues.

These revenues do not appear

forthcoming.
)

One certainty of Operation Desert Shield/Storm is that Iraqi
crude is off of the world market until international sanctions are
lifted. 77

')

The continuation of these sanctions is keeping as much as 3

million barrels of oil per day off of the market; however, Iraq claims
that repairs to its oil industry (as a result of war damage) are being
made rapidly and that it can export 700 thousand barrels of oil per

j

day through its Turkey line when sanctions are lifted. 78

Saudi

Arabia has performed admirably in its role as OPEC swing producer.
Its increased production has helped compensate for the loss of Iraqi
)

and Kuwaiti oil. 79

Iraq clearly needs to recommence its oil exports.

Iraq needs these revenues to pay reparations to Kuwait and rebuild
its own damaged infrastructure.
)

Every day that sanctions continue,

Iraq loses income.

76Timothy W. Luke, "Dependent Development and the Arab OPEC States,"
The Journal of Politics 45 (November 1983): 998.

J

77Roger Vielvoye. "Reparations for Kuwait," OU and Gas Journal 89 (June 3,
1991): 50.
78No author, "Oil Price Volatility," 21-22.
79No author given, "Oil Supplies without Iraq, Kuwait," Oil and Gas Journal
88 (August 20, 1990): 21.
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Oil demand and prices appear likely to rise significantly in the
remainder of the 1990's.

Since Iraq is one of the only countries in

the world to possess surplus crude productive capacity, it has the
potential to watch its oil revenues soar as a function of the decreased
)

supply of and increased demand for oiI.80

Although an OPEC (and

OAPEC) member, Iraq has stated that it does not recognize OPEC
quotas; moreover, it has stated that it will produce whatever amount
best serves its national interest.

Finally, the Ba'ath Party makes the

ultimate petroleum decisions in Iraq.81

Saddam Hussein certainly

does not subjugate his personal power or the good of Iraq to OPEC
)

considerations.

Throughout the 20th century, ·on has been important

to Iraq and will continue to be for the decades to come.

The fact" that

most Assyrians in Iraq are clustered in the northern oil country does
)

not bode well for their nationalist movement.

This will be discussed

further in the conclusion of this work.
)

Implications of Assyrian Nationalism
The implications of Assyrian nationalism, if successful, would
be ominous for Iraq and other regional actors.

An Assyrian nation

would encourage other minority groups to establish nationalist

80see Edward L. Morse, "The Coming Oil Revolution," Eorcien Affairs 69
(Winter 1990/1991): 43, 46. Also sec no author given, "Oil Markets Brace for
Price Collapse as Mideast War Rages Amid Oil Glut," Oil and Gas Journal 89
(January 28, 1991): 22.
81 U.S. Deparuncnt of State, Backeround Notes, 4.
)

)
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movements; indeed, the Kurds have been seeking a national home for
'

decades.
with the

Minorities throughout the region would become infected
0

special people, special land" ethos presenting regional

governments with unacceptable challenges.
)

At this point, the

establishment of an Assyrian nation (especially in Iraq) is at best an
extremely remote possibility.

When Kurds and Shiites rebelled in

northern and southern Iraq recently, Saddam Hussein crushed the
J

movements and effectively reasserted his control in the restive
regions.

In Iraq, the Assyrian community is smaller than the

Kurdish or Shiite communities; additionally, the Assyrians are
)

factionalized along pro- and anti-Patriarchal lirtes.

As such, they are

virtually incapable of mounting any kind of action that would result
in Assyrian statehood.

Despite the fact that a successful Assyrian

nationalist movement would encourage other minorities to do the
same, thus destabilizing an already volatile region, the Assyrians
seem doomed to failure.
)

The prospects for an Assyrian nation within

present-day Iraq or anywhere else in the world are now more
remote than ever.

The Future of Assyrian Nationalism
Despite the fact that many Iraqi Muslims resent Assyrians and
the Assyrians feel that Great Britain and the United Nations owe
them a debt, there are no vigorous attempts being made for a
separate, distinct Assyrian nation (excepting Nestorian Church
J

)
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efforts).82
)

As alluded to earlier, many non-Nestorian Assyrians favor

assimilation in Iraq to a distinct Assyrian nation.

In the absence of a

meaningful, international effort, Assyrian nationalism will be
condemned to tireless Nestorian effort without result.

Saddam

Hussein would most likely support Assyrian nationalism if the nation
were to be outside Iraq and the Middle East.

This would remove a

Christian minority from the oil-rich Mosul region and let Saddam
)

appear sympathetic in the international arena.

At this point, there

are no significant movements to establish an Assyrian nation in Iraq
or anywhere else.
)

V. Conclusion
Despite the Church of the East efforts for a distinct Assyrian
)

nation, these people appear likely to remain in enclaves including
Mosul, Zakho, Dohuk, the Jazirah district of Syria, the Riza'iyeh
district of Iran, Chicago, and San Jose.

)

As shown in this paper, the

modern Assyrians misplaced their trust in the British.

The Assyrian

community was reduced in number by the Turkey-to-Iran exodus,
the Iran-to-Iraq migration, and the Assyrian Affair of 1933.

The

exile of Ishai Mar Shimun led to the eventual factionalization of the
Assyrian community along pro-and anti-Patriarchal lines.

The

British and the U.N. have not mounted any serious efforts to establish
)

82F. David Andrews, ed., The Lost Peoples of the Mjddle East (Salisbury, N.C.:
Documentary Publications, 1982), 26-27.
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an Assyrian nation.

Such a nation in Iraq is out of the question, as

Saddam (or any other shrewd Iraqi leader) would never concede
Iraqi territory, much less the lucrative northern oil territory.
Iraqi dependence on oil was examined in this paper.
)

The

Iraqi oil

production will increase in importance when the current sanctions
against its crude are lifted.

Having squelched recent

~urdish

and

Shiite uprisings, Saddam could easily elimnate any Assyrian
restlessness in Iraq; consequently, Assyrian nationalism as conducted
through the Chruch of the East has little effect on the northern Iraqi
oil fields.

This will be the case until Assyrian nationalism attracts

significant international interest.

At present, this is not the case, nor

will it be in the foreseeable future.

The potential for a separate and

distinct Assyrian nation, especially in Iraq, remains as remote as
ever.

')

)

)

)

Appendix A
The following chronological listing of Assyrian kings beginning with
Ashur-uballit I was extracted from A. Leo Oppenheim, Ancient Mesopotamia:
Portrait of a Dead Civilization (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1964},
346-347. All dates are B.C.

)

)

..,

)

J

Ashur-uballit I
Enlil-nirari
Arik-den-ili
Adad-nirari I
Shalmeneser I
Tukulti-Ninurta I
Assur-nadin-apli
Assur-nirari ID
Enlil-kudurri-usur
Ninurta-apil-Ekur
Assur-dan I
Ninurta-tukulti-Assur
Mutakkil-Nusku
Assur-res-isi I
Tiglath-Pileser I
Asarid-apil-Ekur
Assur-bel-kala
Eriba-Adad Il
Samsi-Adad IV
Assurnasirpal I
Shalmeneser II
Assur-nirari IV
Assur-rabi II
Assur-res-isi II
Tiglath-Pileser II
Assur-dan II
Adad-nirari II
Tukulti-Ninurta II
Assurnasirpal II
Shalmeneser m
Samsi-Adad V
Adad-nirari ill
Shalmeneser IV
Assur-dan m
Assur-nirari V
Tiglath-Pileser ID
Shalmeneser V
Sargon II
Sennacherib

1365-1330
1329-1320
1319-1308
1307-1275
1274-1245
1244-1208
1207-1204
1203-1198
1197-1193
1192-1180.
1179-1134
1133-1116
1115-1077
1076-1075
1074-1057
1056-1055
1054-1051
1050-1032
1031-1020
1019-1014
1013-973
972-968
967-935
934-912
911-891
890-884
883-859
858-824
823-811
810-783
782-773
772-755
754-745
744-727
726-722
721-705
704-681

)

Esarhaddon
Assurbanipal
Assur-etel-ilani
Sin-sumu-lisir
Sin-sar-iskun
Assur-uballit II
)

)

')

)

0

680-669
668-627
626-624?
-612?
611-609
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