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ABSTRACT 

  

 The Syrian Orthodox (Suryoye) form a Christian community that has maintained its 

identity, traditions and use of Aramaic language since the earliest days of Christianity. Their 

current linguistic culture is characterized by both diglossia consisting of a liturgical written 

Aramaic (Kthobonoyo or Classical Syriac) and a non-standardized colloquial language (Turoyo 

or Surayt).  Within the past several decades, the Suryoye have recognized that their colloquial 

language is dwindling, particularly the transmission to the younger generations. The language 

endangerment corresponds to the dispersion of the people from the homelands to the countries of 

a world-wide diaspora. Disparate individuals and groups of Suryoye, taking this into account, 

have begun to take action to reverse the trend of gradual language loss.  

 The Suryoye who are making the efforts to maintain/reinvigorate the colloquial language 

or even revive the liturgical language as a spoken variety face multiple challenges. On one hand 

they deal with religious and political oppression in their homelands, including limited 

educational and professional opportunities for youth. On the other, they confront demands to 

assimilate to other cultures and especially languages in the diaspora. Additionally, the Suryoye 

struggle with ideological divisions within the community. The community members do not share 

a united narrative about their origin in space and time, their history, or who is a member of their 

ethnic group. On the level of language policy, they do not share values about the place of the 

liturgical and colloquial languages within their linguistic culture nor on how to transmit language 

to the youth. Debates on appropriate orthography, use of ‘foreign’ words, validity of neologisms, 

dialectal differences and pedagogical strategies create energy towards progress in language 

rejuvenation, but also sometimes hamper collaboration on language projects.  

 This dissertation consists of a compilation of voices of Suryoye gathered in Istanbul and 

Berlin over the years 2015 – 2017. It traces the history of the splits in origin narrative, explores 

the Syrian Orthodox relationship between language, home and diaspora, analyzes the notions of 

authority and authenticity as pillars of language continuity, and investigates the perception of 

agency at three different scales of interactions – individual, community of practice, and 

institutional, suggesting that  the ability to reframe interactions in terms of scale can directly 

affect the ability to reframe them in terms of agency, thus opening a path towards increased 

individual agency in reversing language loss. 
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PROLOGUE 

Kul sabno1 Every era/time 

Koḥusiono bi ar’athe I see in this world 

koḥusiono kito sagi qaṭre I see so many problems 

Koḥusiono sagi noshe m’sakre I see many lost people 

sagi noshe b lebo twiro harke many people with a broken heart here 

Kul sabno kitle i‘asquthaidhe Every era/time has its difficulties 

kul sabno kitle a nisyunaidhe every era/time has its temptations 

Kul sabno kitle i sniquthaidhe Every era/time has its necessity 

kul sabno kitle i tash’ithaidhe  every era/time has its history 

 

              Refrain                  Refrain 

 Aḥna u’do b sabno maṭina We now reached a time where we 

 bi golutho ko fishrina melt away in the diaspora 

 Ib’ina u lo ib’ina If we want it or not 

 hinn be hinn harke ko nuqsina step by step we become less 

 Me safro hul lelyo ko shuğlina       From morning ‘til evening we work 

 lu shuğlo di ‘ito ko biṭlina  when it comes to the work for the church  

   we are tired 

 Bu sabno di ‘ito ko dimkhina At the time of the church service we sleep 

 u leḥdhodhe hau ko moṭina And we don’t come together anymore 

 

Aḥna mbarbse bi ar’athe We are spread in this world 

dlo motho, kul ḥa bu darbaidhe homeless, everyone on his own way 

Naqiso i asiruthaidhan Our relationship becomes poorer 

naqiso i haimonuthaidhan our faith fades 

Sagi me ḥdhodhe hau ḥaruwe Many don’t care for each other 

sagi me ḥdhodhe ne ğbinoye many are angry with each other 

Sagi mi ‘ito hau ḥaruwe Many don’t care about church 

sagi bas mu ishmo mshiḥoye so many are only Christians by name   

         Refrain                 Refrain 

 

 Ma manna, dlo mu leshonaidhan  Who are we without our language? 

 ma manna, dlo ma ‘ailataidhan  who are we without our families? 

 Ma manna, dlo mi haimonuthaidhan  Who are we without our faith? 

 ma manna, dlo mi ‘itaidhan   who are we without our churches? 

  I ‘itoyo harke u athraidhan    The church is here our land/country 

  i ‘itoyo harke i auyuthaidhan   the church is here our unity 

  Dlo mi ḥubo du alohaidhan   Without the love of our God 

  laito shaino bainu ‘amaidhan   there is no peace in our society 

            Refrain            Refrain 

                                                 
1 Text and melody by Ninve Arik, Aramean musician. Translation from Turoyo to English with assistance from 

Suzan Tozman. From the album Mu Lebo (From the Heart), produced in 2015 by Martin Slechta – MSP-Music. 

Printed with permission from Ninve Arik. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

 On a hot, dry, dusty July morning in Mardin, I found a seat in the dolmuş (very small 

bus) headed to Midyat. About an hour later I arrived at my destination, looked around for a place 

to sit and wait for the man I was meeting to arrive as well. I was early, so I opened my book, a 

children’s book for learning the Syriac alphabet, and a notebook and got back to work on 

practicing the letters. When a distinguished man got out of a car and walked slowly around the 

square looking for someone, I assumed it was Rafi.2 We had met by telephone. I was in Mardin 

doing pre-dissertation research to determine if working with the Aramaic speakers in the region 

would lead to a viable project. A mutual acquaintance had suggested that he might help answer 

questions, and he agreed to meet me in Midyat, as a central point between Mardin and his 

village. 

 Upon meeting me in person he was first curious to see what book I was reading, so I 

showed him my efforts to learn the Syriac alphabet. “I am interested in learning your language,” 

I explained in Turkish. He picked up the book (the first in the Zaleen3 series for teaching 

Suryoyo by Jozef Asmar Malke) and examined it slowly, smiling. Then he looked at me and 

asked me if I had enough with me to be able to stay at his village for several days, to get an idea 

of how the language is used, and maybe sit in on a lesson with the children. I had my purse with 

me. I thought about my computer and my toothbrush at the hotel in Mardin, shrugged it off and 

said “yes.” 

 We walked to the store where his wife and children were doing the shopping, gathering 

things unavailable in the village. Later, upon reaching the village, we went to a central church, 

                                                 
2 To protect anonymity, I use pseudonyms for all people in this dissertation unless otherwise stated. 
3 An endonym for Qamishli, Syria 
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and ate lunch with the family who live there and maintain it. He explained to the family that I 

was there to learn the language, and they accepted me graciously. For the food we were eating, 

and the utensils, Rafi gave me what he told me were the Turoyo word (colloquial language) and 

the Kthobonoyo word (written liturgical language, i.e. Syriac). “Gbeto” he said, pointing to the 

cheese. “Gbeto Kthobonoyo yo, yani Suryoyo. Turoyo’da biz gwedo diyoruz” (‘gbeto’ is the 

Kthobonoyo word, meaning the Suryoyo word. We say ‘gwedo’ in Turoyo). I took out my 

notebook and began making two lists for words, though some were the same on both sides. 

 That night I stayed as a guest in the church, and the following night I stayed with Rafi’s 

family, on the roof along with the whole village. In Tur ‘Abdin, this is the custom. Houses have 

large beds on the roofs in summer. Married couples have tents made of sheets for privacy. Single 

people sleep in their beds and can say goodnight to each other from across roof to roof. During 

the three-day visit, both families – those maintaining the church and Rafi’s family – took turns 

showing me different parts of the village and telling me about their lives. Hedi-hedi (slowly, 

gradually) my word lists grew. I left on the third day, when I needed to leave Mardin to head 

back to Istanbul to fly home, deeply convinced that these people care about their language, that 

the circumstances involved with maintaining it in current times present a significant challenge, 

and that I would like to devote my dissertation to this topic. 

 

“If someone is Aramaic, where are they from?” 

 Answers to this question, thrown innocently to me by a friend, lead to multiple places, 

ethnicities, religions, and languages that may guide one to reframe the question: “if someone is 

Aramaic, what does it mean?” This dissertation focuses on one specific group of present-day 

multilingual Aramaic speakers: Syrian Orthodox Christians (plural ‘Suryoye’, masculine singular 

‘Suryoyo,’ feminine singular ‘Suryayto’), and asks how they incorporate Aramaic language into 
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their ethno-religio-linguistic identity. Despite centuries of persecution and shifting political 

power-relations, the Syrian Orthodox have carefully preserved their language and their liturgy. 

To do so, they face challenges as a community spread apart in a global diaspora. They face 

disagreement as to what ideas and terminology can be included in the notion of being and 

speaking Aramaic. They face the threat of assimilation in the many environments in which they 

are a minority. The small groups who remain in the homelands in southeastern Turkey and 

northeastern Syria face violence as well as political and economic oppression, pushing them to 

continue moving outward. 

 Currently, the Suryoye are struggling to maintain decreasing amounts of land in the 

Middle East, as they likewise endeavor to maintain and spread their Aramaic language to future 

generations. In the face of increasing assimilation to the countries of the diaspora, those who 

focus on the preservation and continued use of their language find themselves faced with the 

question: how significant is physical place in the continuation of a language of homeland? Mass 

and social media offer potential means to bridge the linguistic rifts of the diaspora, but efforts to 

accomplish this goal are hindered by the conflicting narratives integrally linked to both language 

and group identity.  

My research questions the essential nature of the connection between language, ethnic 

identity and religion, and the bounded essentialization of language itself. From one angle, I am 

interested in understanding the use of linguistic tokens in the construction of the identity of the 

Suryoye, and conversely in examining the role of language in intra-group ethnic dissonance. 

From another angle, I seek to identify the factors that motivate the Suryoye to maintain living 

Aramaic, and the practices that enable them to succeed, no matter what happens in their 

homelands.  
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The Syrian Orthodox Church and Tur ‘Abdin 

 The Syrian Orthodox Patriarchate of Antioch and All the East4 maintains that its origins 

are synonymous with the first church in Antioch, Syria, where the disciples of Christ were called 

Christians for the first time (Acts 11:26). Syriac, a variety of Aramaic that appears to have 

developed in Edessa and its surrounds (known as Urha or Urhoi in Syriac, and Urfa in the current 

borders of the Republic of Turkey) was first attested in pre-Christian tomb inscriptions as early 

as the first century. It became a language carrying official communications between the early 

Christian communities by the 2nd century (Aaron Butts in Brock et al. 2011:390). Syriac grew 

into a rich source for theological writings and the poetry that forms the Syrian Orthodox liturgy, 

along with that of the Church of the East, the Chaldean church and several related 

denominations.  

 Starting gradually from about the second century,5 groups of ascetics and monks are said 

to have started to move to what is present day southeastern Turkey (Anatolia) near the border 

with Syria to a land known as Ṭur ‘Abdin.6 By the 4th century, the monks had converted the local 

population to Christianity and begun training them to live ascetic lives (Hollerweger 1999:14).  

Ṭuro in Aramaic means ‘mountain,’ and ˁabdin means ‘servants,’ hence the land is known as ‘the 

mountain of the servants.’ The term is popularly extended to imply ‘the mountain of the servants 

[of God]’ though the extension of the definition in brackets may have appeared specifically 

because of the characteristics of Christian monastic life (see Armbruster 2013:25 note 36, and 

Brock 1999:22).  Tur ‘Abdin is located within the province of Mardin, and its main city, Midyat, 

                                                 
4 https://syriacpatriarchate.org/. accessed 4/04/19. 
5 Hollerweger makes reference to a bishop preaching from the village Beth Zabday (Azakh) in the year 120 CE 

(1999:14).  
6Of several choices for how to transcribe this word into English, I chose the one that acknowledges the voiced 

pharyngeal fricative with an apostrophe because I believe it is the simplest way to maintain the integrity of the word 

in English orthography. 

https://syriacpatriarchate.org/
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is located about an hour’s drive east of the city of Mardin (See Figure 1, below).  Tur ‘Abdin 

consists of a collection of over 40 villages spread out around the limestone plateau eastward 

from Midyat, between Nisibis (Nusaybin) and the Tigris river (Brock et al. 2011). 

 

Figure 1. Map of Tur ‘Abdin.7 

 Tur ‘Abdin is mentioned as early as the thirteenth century BCE in Assyrian sources, and 

an inscription dated to 879 BCE documents the Assyrian King Ashurnasipal II boasting that “‘I 

have subdued Matiate (= Midyat) and its villages; I took much spoil from there, and laid upon 

them tribute and heavy taxes’” (Brock 1999:22). The region was then and still is famous for its 

vineyards and its wine. In the early seventh century under Persian control of Syria and Egypt, the 

Persian conquerors gave the Syrian Orthodox power. The ruling Persians knew that the Syrian 

Orthodox would not be allied with Byzantium after the persecution of the Suryoye by the 

                                                 
7 Map Credit: location of villages by AINA.org, Tomoghraphic map by User:Sémhur. The file is licensed under the 

Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 3.0 Unported license: 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Tur_Abdin.svg 

 

http://www.aina.org/maps/turabdin/turabdin.htm
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Bagratuni_Armenia_1000-fr.svg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/User:S%C3%A9mhur
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/en:Creative_Commons
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/deed.en
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Byzantines following the Council of Chalcedon in 451 (Brock et al. 2011:393). The Suryoye 

have maintained a steady presence in Tur ‘Abdin since becoming Christians. The cluster of 

villages is now considered the heartland of the community. The Syrian Orthodox Patriarchate 

was based in this region, in Dayr al-Zaˁfarān near Mardin from the 13th to the 20th centuries. In 

the twentieth century it moved several times to maintain political security, and is now located in 

Saydnaya, near Damascus, Syria. 

 

Oppression in the homelands 

Over the past two centuries, political power struggles in their homelands and surrounding 

regions have led to a severe population decrease in the Syrian Orthodox, along with other 

Christian groups. Though precise numbers are debatable, the general trend is undeniable. I 

provide the following set of numbers simply as an overview of the situation. Starting in the 

nineteenth century, waves of violence and economic struggle sparked Suryoye of Tur ‘Abdin to 

move to other areas of the Middle East, particularly Syria, Lebanon, and Palestine, as well as 

within Turkey to Istanbul, where today they live in much greater numbers than in Tur ‘Abdin.8 

As early as the mid-1890’s, Suryoye were moving to the Eastern United States, often for 

economic reasons, setting up communities in New Jersey, Massachusetts, Rhode Island and 

Detroit.9   

The darkest time period in the current Suryoyo narrative took place in the turbulence 

marking the end of the Ottoman Empire, in 1915. It is called the Seyfo (for ‘sword’), also known 

as the Armenian and Assyrian genocide. The actual target of the ruling Young Turk government 

appeared to be Christians of any ethnicity (Brock 2011:361). David Gaunt (2010) gives a 

                                                 
8 A number comparison that I have heard frequently in spoken communication with Suryoye since 2013 is 

approximately 15,000 Suryoye living in Istanbul to 2,500 in Tur ‘Abdin including the neighboring city of Mardin. 
9 http://syrianorthodoxchurch.org/archdiocese/, accessed 4/07/19 

http://syrianorthodoxchurch.org/archdiocese/
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conservative estimate that 250,000 Syrian Orthodox and related Aramaic-speaking 

denominations died during this massacre. Migration, naturally, intensified drastically during the 

Seyfo. Brock relays the following description regarding numbers (2011:361): 

Eight out of twenty Syrian Orthodox dioceses were completely or largely 

wiped out, and whole areas that had formerly had a considerable Syriac 

presence, notably Bsheriyyeh (Syrian Orthodox and Chaldean) and Hakkari 

(Church of the East), were totally depleted of their Christian population. 

Reliable figures for those killed or who died in the course of the deportations 

are difficult to attain…but in any case for all the Syriac Churches in eastern 

Turkey, the losses of their people formerly living in that region were well over 

50 percent, and in some cases as much as 90 percent. 

 

The violence was not finished in 1915; indeed in 1924 the entire population of Edessa (by 

then Urfa in Turkey) evacuated to Aleppo in Syria during the months of February and March 

(Jarjour 2018:37).  By the 1960s the Gastarbeiter (foreign labor) program had opened in 

Germany, prompting the start of a diasporic migration of Suryoye that led into Sweden in 

successive years and now reaches throughout the world (Armbruster 2013:116). In 2011, Brock 

(120-121) estimated that 150,000 were living in the Diaspora and suggested that approximately 

the same number were living in the Middle East (counting the largest population, in India). The 

World Council of Arameans recorded on their website in 2015 that 3000 Arameans (Syriacs) 

were left in southeastern Turkey, as opposed to 250,000 living throughout Europe.10 The 

multiple waves of violence and economic insecurity that followed led to the subsequent exodus 

from southeastern Turkey primarily to Europe, the Americas, and Australia, and to a drop in the 

Syrian Orthodox population throughout Turkey to some 25,000, according to Renate Sommer 

                                                 
10 World Council of Arameans. 23 Jan. 2015. Aramean (Syriac) people seek recognition from Turkey at United 

Nations in Geneva. http://www.wca-ngo.org/wca-news/press-releases/504-wca-upr-turkey-sideevent. Accessed 

8/6/19. 

http://www.wca-ngo.org/wca-news/press-releases/504-wca-upr-turkey-sideevent
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(2012). In February of 201511, BBC News estimated that Christians in Syria made up about 10% 

of approximately 22 million people, compared to 30% in the 1920s. 

 

The Syrian Orthodox as a diasporic community 

 In the lyrics that I incorporated as the prologue to this dissertation, Ninve Arik sings 

“Aḥna u‘do b sabno maṭina bi golutho ko fishrina” (We now reached a time where we melt away 

in the diaspora). Diaspora is part of the identity narrative of every Suryoyo, and all are affected 

by this conception. Scholars find it necessary to critique diaspora narratives lest the word lose its 

flavor in a watered-down narrative soup of people leaving places and positions against their will 

– the Calvinists, the Mormons, the New Orleans victims of Hurricane Katrina (Johnson 

2007:31). A look at the Syrian Orthodox situation in light of commonly agreed-upon definitions 

of diaspora shows that the term is appropriate. 

 The word for ‘diaspora’ in Hebrew, as it corresponds to the Greek translation, is galut 

(exile). I look in the Payne-Smith Compendious Syriac Dictionary (1999:69) to find the root gali 

from which golutho is derived: “i) to uncover, reveal. ii) to lead or go into captivity or exile.” 

There is irony in reading Johnson’s (2007:32) description of the two Jewish dispersions (before 

Rome): “732 B.C.E., after conquest by Assyria; 586 B.C.E. after conquest by Babylonia.” In a 

very broad sense, the Jews were in captivity/exile from their homeland due to the peoples that in 

one sense or another some of the Suryoye have incorporated into their origin stories: the 

Assyrians as well as the Babylonians as people of Mesopotamia.  

 If we consider the Syrian Orthodox in relation to the criteria that Johnson (2007:30-40) 

has summarized based on scholarship on diaspora at the turn of the current century, we see a 

                                                 
11 BBC News. 25 Feb. 2015. Syria’s Beleaguered Christians.  http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-

22270455. Accessed 8/6/19. 

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-22270455
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-22270455
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strong case for inclusion into the category: ‘empirically diasporic.’ Based on relative consensus 

by scholars such as Safran (1991); Tölölyan (1996); R. Cohen (1997); Van Hear (1998); 

Baumann (2000); and K. Butler (2001), Johnson cites the following six criteria for inclusion in 

an analytic definition of ‘diaspora’: 1) dispersion of the community (present or past) to more 

than one new location. 2) Collective memory of ‘homeland’ is essential to the identity discourse. 

3) Connections – real or imagined – to this homeland are maintained. 4) Performances (such as 

public memorials) occur that retain this homeland connection. 5) At some level, the diasporic 

community retains a cultural separation from the host communities. 6) Homeland and the 

concept of ‘return’ are idealized in discourse, though not necessarily in practice. The following 

chapters of this dissertation continue to illustrate the ways in which the Suryoye match these 

criteria. 

 I concur with Johnson in his description of diaspora as a “cultural form” (2007:35) that is 

transmitted by semiotic means that resemble the ways in which language itself is transmitted. To 

be in diaspora is a process that is “…desirable because they [diasporas] are consequential 

actions…by naming a horizon of expectation, they provide solidarity, purpose, identity, and 

futurity. Against this horizon, diasporans not only perform rituals but also raise funds and 

mobilize campaigns” (37). Indeed, the churches raise funds for Mor Gabriel, the oldest of the 

Syrian Orthodox monasteries located near Midyat. Mor Gabriel is a cornerstone in the homeland 

for the community. The Suryoye commemorate the Seyfo every year on June 15th. The youth are 

exhorted to marry within the group, preferably early in order to have many children, in order to 

guarantee survival as a group into the future. One Suryayto friend of mine, in touch with pop 
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culture, had, for a while, as her WhatsApp status the words “They tried to bury us, but they did 

not know we were seeds.”12 The idea represents the Syrian Orthodox diaspora effectively. 

If Tur ‘Abdin is the hub of the Suryoye in Turkey, the Mor Gabriel monastery is the hub 

of the Suryoye in Tur ‘Abdin, and symbolically perhaps the most important physical location 

that exists for the Syrian Orthodox. Naures Atto begins her monograph on the name debate of the 

Assyrians/Syriacs with a description of a demonstration that took place on the 25th of January 

2009 in which “about 19,000 Assyrians/Syriacs walked the demonstration from the Berliner 

Dom to the Branderburger Gate to show their solidarity with the Mor Gabriel Monastery in Tur 

‘Abdin.” The Turkish government was occupying the lands of the monastery. Astounded at the 

sudden ability of those with opposing alignments to the name debate, Atto was prompted to ask 

questions such as:  

How is it that Aktion Mor Gabriel managed to organize the biggest event in the 

history of Assyrians/Syriacs in Europe to fight for the survival of a fourth-

century monastery with approximately seventy inhabitants in a remote region 

of Turkey? (2011:1) 

 

 The answers she arrived at inspired the title for her dissertation: “Hostages in the 

Homeland, Orphans in the Diaspora.” The older generation who live in Europe or elsewhere in 

diaspora have a strong yearning for the homeland, and call themselves yatume (orphans). Those 

who remain in the homeland, however, feel stuck because of the difficulties of the region and 

refer to themselves as yasire (hostages). Atto describes the sense of fear: “It is common among 

Assyrians/Syriacs to refer to the European diaspora as a sea into which they will eventually be 

absorbed and disappear as a people” (2011:6).  

                                                 
12 A popular meme apparently based on a poem by Dinos Christianopoulos in 1978: “What didn’t you do to bury me 

… but you forgot I was a seed” in the 1995 English translation by Nicholas Kostis. 

https://hyperallergic.com/449930/on-the-origins-of-they-tried-to-bury-us-they-didnt-know-we-were-seeds/. 

Accessed 8/1/19.  

https://hyperallergic.com/449930/on-the-origins-of-they-tried-to-bury-us-they-didnt-know-we-were-seeds/
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 Mor Gabriel is an anchor. Some relate it to places like Jerusalem and Mecca. Their fear 

is, should they truly lose it: 

...the orphans will no longer be able to say who their parents were and where 

their roots lie...consequently, the battle for Mor Gabriel is the outward and 

visible sign of their struggle for their very existence as a people, which has 

been galvanized in the field of discursivity through the 

[Assyrian/Aramean/Syriac] ‘name debate’ (Atto 2011:6-7). 

 

The future of the Syriac people in Turkey is uncertain. For now, the Suryoye are holding to 

the last vestiges of a land that holds the key, in their minds, to a threatened identity, and doing 

what they can to move past over a century of traumatic violence to carry on with the day-to-day 

challenges of existence. Fortier (2000:2) mentions the following binary oppositions in the 

‘rhythm of identity formation:’ “movement and attachment, suture and departure, outside and 

inside.” In this case we can add to that, ‘orphan’ and ‘hostage.’ 

 

Historical background summary 

takheyali inti, shuˁūb, sit mīt sene, daiman ˁanda nazaˁ taˁallum lughat aṣ 

ṣulṭa, məshan taˁīsh. lāzim yakūn dīnha kamān dīn aṣ ṣulṭa…lāzim itkhabbī il-

huwīya tabaˁha… kān al mafrūd…mā nismaˁ shī ismū shaˁb ashūrī-suryāni wa 

lā lūgha suryanīya-ashurīya. bes, natījat il-ghīna tabaˁha wa-l-ˁamq tabaˁha, 

ḍhallat muḥāfiza, wa law bi nisbe qalīle, wa lākin mujarrad baqāˁha kān hūwa 

muˁājize. kān hūwa muˁājize bi kil il-maˁāyir. bi kil il-maˁāyir hūwa muˁājize. 

   --Gawriye (study participant) 

Imagine, a people, for 600 years always pressured to learn the languages of 

power, in order to live. They must also follow the reigning religion …they 

need to hide their own identity. We were not allowed to hear about anything 

called an Assyrian-Syriac people or a Syriac-Assyrian language. Still, due to 

the riches belonging to it [the language] and its depth, it was maintained, even 

if by only a small percentage; still, its preservation was a miracle. It was a 

miracle by all standards. By all standards it is a miracle. 

 Gawriye, one of the Syrian Suryoye I met in Istanbul when he was in the process of 

moving to a new life in Europe, summed up the notable success that the Suryoye have had over 
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the past six centuries, since the decline of Aramaic as a lingua franca,13 in maintaining a living 

language despite ideological, political, and geographical divisions between the communities. His 

wish for the future is for the Syrian Orthodox to work together, moving beyond disagreements 

about names, terms, pronunciation or spelling, and put energy into projects to keep the language 

alive and strong. Gawriye places his hope in the long history of the Syrian Orthodox people 

under oppression. In his reference to “600 years,” he marks a timeline of active suppression and 

persecution of the Suryoye from the Mongolians under Tamerlane in their attack on Syria in 

1401, through the policies of the Ottoman Empire to the current policies in Turkey and Iran, and 

the wars in Syria and Iraq today.  During this 600 years it has been up to the individual 

communities of Suryoye to continue speaking their language with each other and teaching it to 

their children.   “fa hiya mesūlīya insānīya, w-akhlāqīya, al-ḥifāz ˁalā hāl-luġa” (So it is a human 

and moral responsibility, the preservation of this language), Gawriye declares. 

 Much of the internal ideological conflict that concerns Gawriye pertains to the 

disagreement about names. This disagreement involves essentially two divergent origin 

narratives of the Suryoye: whether to identify themselves as Aramean (or Syriac) or Assyrian. At 

the beginning of my fieldwork it was my intention not to focus on the ‘name debate,’ as it has 

been treated in great depth by other scholars – see Atto (2011), Armbruster (2013) and Cetrez 

(2012). However, the issue surfaced repeatedly in answers my participants gave me regarding 

obstacles standing in the way of more coordinated language development work. Therefore, I 

found myself obliged to relate my analyses to these names, and I focus on their description as a 

type of organizing principle in the next chapter. In this section, I summarize work by scholars 

who have traced the roots of the names from a historical perspective.  

                                                 
13 “Aramaic was the lingua franca of Southwest Asia from early in the first millennium B.C.E. until the Arab 

Conquest in the mid seventh century CE” (Daniels 1996: 499). 
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As early as the eighth century BCE evidence from a bilingual Luwian/Phoenician 

inscription on a monument discovered in Turkey (Rollinger 2012:48) indicates that the words 

Syria (‘Surai’) and Assyria (‘Asurai’) were used by different speech communities to mean the 

same general location. With the passing of over twenty-five centuries, the distinction between 

variants of these two pronunciations is blurred, and lack of consensus regarding the 'correct' term 

for a unified nation is far from resolved.  

Seeds for the current Aramean/Assyrian ‘name conflict’ can be identified in documents 

written by Greeks, Jews and Egyptians that mention the Aramaic script as ‘Assyrian’, because it 

had become so prominent in the Assyrian Empire (Salvesen 1998:141). Though by the late 

fourth century BCE Greek was beginning to replace Aramaic as the lingua franca of the Near 

East, a legacy of the military power of Alexander the Great, ethnic groups, including the Jews of 

Palestine, continued to use Aramaic as a vernacular language (Salvesen 1998), and the Jews 

began the practice of using the square ‘Assyrian’ script for writing in Hebrew (see Figure 2, next 

page) a practice which has continued to this day. Other kingdoms also maintained this script, in 

Hatra (Iraq), Palmyra (Syria) and Edessa (currently Turkey, formerly Syria) (Heinrichs 1990). 

Even the Nabateans of Petra who were known to speak primarily Arabic, were using the Aramaic 

script (Daniels & Bright 1996). 

Scholars of ancient Semitic languages generally place Akkadian as the earliest recorded 

Semitic language, dating back to the third Millennium BCE (Moscati et al. 1969, Kouwenberg 

2012). Chronology of archeological inscriptions substantiates the claim that the Akkadians, as 

the Semitic speech community from the Mesopotamian city of Agade (Akkad) came to be 

known, had clearly established an empire by the second millennium BCE, in the Early Bronze 

Age (Dalley 1998, Kaufman 1972, Lipinski 2001, Moscati et al. 1969).  Semitic scholars agree 
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that by the second millennium BCE, two distinct “dialects” of Akkadian had developed into 

North (Assyrian) and South (Babylonian) branches. The early archaeological records of 

Arameans come to us from Assyrian. 

 

 

Figure 2. Akkadian Cuneiform, early Hebrew alphabet and square Aramaic alphabet14  

  

Salvesen (1998:139) reports the first documented inscription directly related to Arameans 

as a fourteenth-century BCE royal Assyrian cuneiform text which refers to the “fields of the 

Arameans.” On a more widespread historical scale, Arameans appeared as a semi-nomadic 

ethnic group in Mesopotamia as early as the twelfth century BCE. 

                                                 
14 Daniels & Bright 1996:39 [Table 3.1], 488 [Table 46.1] 
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A widely accepted model of the genetic development of Semitic languages places 

Assyrian under Akkadian in the East category, and Aramaic next to Canaanite (which includes 

Hebrew, Moabite, Phoenician, Punic, Ammonite, and Edomite) in the West (Moscati et al. 1969, 

Huehnergard and Rubin 2012, see Figure 3 next page). However, scholars diverge on aspects of 

the model, and Lipinski (2001:64), for example, places Ugaritic and Amorite into the category 

‘North Semitic’ and claims that early Aramaic was widespread enough to be classified as ‘North’ 

or ‘East’ Semitic as well. Moscati (1969) divides Aramaic into an ancient phase, from about the 

10th century BCE (Heinrichs 1990 says 9th century BCE) to the first century BCE, at 

approximately which point it divided into Western and Eastern branches. West Aramaic is 

considered loosely a continuation of Ancient Aramaic, while East Aramaic developed with 

comparatively extensive innovations.  

By the eleventh century BCE, during the reign of Assyrian king Tiglath-pileser I (1115-

1077), nomadic conquests by Arameans against Assyrians led to Aramean dominance in part of 

present-day Syria and the middle section of the Euphrates. Salvesen also mentions the Chaldeans 

as appearing in northwest Babylonia by the ninth century and assisting the Arameans in struggles 

against the Assyrians. Streck (2012:418) suggests that the Chaldeans likely spoke Aramaic. 

During the ninth century the Assyrians were able to re-assert their control over the region, 

strategically deporting Arameans further east into their empire. 

Then, according to Salvesen (1998:139), “the end of the Arameans’ political 

independence was the beginning of their linguistic ascendency” and Aramaic, with its 

consonantal Semitic script that was easier to work with than cuneiform, gradually became the 

lingua franca of the region, acquiring a level of significance “out of all proportion to the number 

of its speakers” (140). 
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Figure 3. Hetzron’s (modified) Model of Semitic Language Classification15  

  

 Parpola (2012:12) describes the effect of the unifying forces on the people:  

The common religion, culture, world-view and value system, and above all, the 

common unifying language (Imperial Aramaic) effectively set Assyria apart 

from the rest of the world and created a feeling of unity and solidarity within 

the country. The inherent notion of ‘us’ against ‘all the others’ that came with 

this dichotomy – Aramaic was not spoken outside the Empire – agreed well 

with the dualistic ideology of the Empire, which saw Assyria as the kingdom 

of God commissioned to spread the light of civilization to the world 

surrounding it. 

 

From the post-Alexandrian to the Islamic period, Aramaic continued as a language used 

by religious communities of the Fertile Crescent, including Samaritans, Harranians, and 

Manicheans. Biblical/Imperial Aramaic spread across the Middle East from the seventh to the 

fourth centuries BCE, and became the official language of the Assyrian, Babylonian and Persian 

empires. Two geographically divided Aramaic varieties developed – the western variety which 

encompassed both Jewish and Christian Palestinian as well as Samaritan, and the eastern variety 

which included Babylonian-Talmudic, Christian Mesopotamian (Syriac) and Mandaean 

                                                 
15 Huehnergard and Rubin 2011:263 
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(Heinrichs 1990). The increasing Arabization of the Islamic world pushed the enclaves of 

Aramaic into smaller and more divided groups, leading to what Heinrichs (1990: x, xi) refers to 

as: 

…an archipelago of islands, large and small, roughly between Lake Van and 

Lake Urmia in the north and the cities of Damascus and Ahvaz in the south…a 

series of islands of various sizes within a ‘sea’ formed by another 

language[s]…[and] a name that seems to refer to one homogeneous language. 

[Italics added for emphasis]. 

 

At present, varying forms of Aramaic are still used by four religions: Mandaeans (a 

religious group also known by the Arabic term Sabaeans), Muslims, Jews, and Christians. The 

remaining Mandaeans in the Middle East live mainly in Iran, as persecution has been heavy in 

post-Saddam Iraq. However, the Mandaean Associations Union based in the United States and 

Canada attests to several small communities still living in Iraq.16 The residents of the Syrian 

villages Bakh‘a and Jubb‘adin have been Muslim since the 18th century but have retained use of 

Aramaic as a vernacular (Heinrichs 1990). Within the Middle East, Aramaic-speaking Jews live 

in Iraq, Iran and Israel, although they are gradually disappearing from each country. Yona Sabar 

(2003:225) states that in Israel, “the grandchildren have virtually no knowledge of their 

ancestors’ tongue.” 

 The Christians who base their liturgy on Aramaic are divided into the following groups: 

Catholic Maronites, Catholic Chaldeans, the Church of the East (also known as the Nestorian 

church because they accepted the theological position of Nestorius, although the term is 

considered pejorative by the community), the Syrian Catholic Church, and the Syrian Orthodox 

Church. The divisions that took place during the fifth and sixth centuries can come across as 

                                                 
16 https://www.mandaeanunion.org/  Accessed 8/8/19. 

 

https://www.mandaeanunion.org/
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splitting hairs about semantics, 17  however they play a significant role in both linguistic 

developments of their liturgical and colloquial Aramaic varieties and ultimately, the 

Aramean/Assyrian name debate. 

 The Church of the East (now divided into the Assyrian Church of the East and the 

Ancient Church of the East)18 parted ways with the other liturgically Syriac denominations after 

the Council of Ephesus in 431, choosing to follow the influence of the Bishops Nestorius and 

Theodore of Mopsuestia in their ‘diphysite’ Christological beliefs, i.e. that Christ is really two 

persons each with its own nature; one human and one divine. The Church of the East was 

centered first in the Persian Empire then developed eastwards to China as well as South India 

(Brock & Coakley 2011:90).  

In the year 451, the Syrian Orthodox Church and the Coptic Church of Egypt (followed 

later by the Armenian Orthodox Church and the Ethiopian Orthodox Church) separated from the 

Byzantine and Eastern Orthodox Churches both politically and theologically at the Council of 

Chalcedon. The Byzantine (Chalcedonian) position is that Christ is a single person with two 

separate natures; one human and one divine. The Oriental (non-Chalcedonian, or ‘miaphysite’) 

position is that Christ is a single person with one nature that is equally human and divine. The 

Maronites, meanwhile, accepted the Chalcedonian position, which put them partially in conflict 

with the Syrian Orthodox. After moving toward Latin liturgy in the 13th century, a decision by 

the Second Vatican Council in the early 1960s prompted the Maronites to restore Syriac liturgy 

to their services (Amar in Brock et al. 2011:271). The other Eastern Christians that used Syriac 

                                                 
17 The nature of these beliefs requires intense study in order not to over-simplify the arguments, not in the least 

because they took place in both Greek and Syriac with different understandings of translations. Brock (1996) has 

written a helpful article to illuminate the choices different thinkers and groups made in the political context of their 

times. 
18 See Brock & Coakley from Brock et al. 2011:99. 
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liturgy were the Melkites (Catholic) and the Rum (Greek Orthodox), and many have replaced 

Syriac with Arabic as a language of worship. 

 In the sixth century, to raise the morale of the Christian community that had elected to 

oppose the Byzantine Empire, the Bishop Jacob Baradeaus of Edessa became such an influential 

representative of what became known as the Syrian Orthodox Church that church members 

became known as Jacobites, though like the rejection of the term ‘Nestorians’ by the Church of 

the East, the name ‘Jacobites’ is not officially accepted by the Suryoye19 (Weltecke 2009:118). 

In the sixteenth century the Chaldeans, who had already perceived themselves as a separate 

ethnicity originating from Babylon, officially formed their own separate Catholic Church, while 

in the seventeenth century the Syrian Catholic Church broke off from the Syrian Orthodox 

Church.  

Heinrichs (1990: viii) discusses Nestorian (and “ex-Nestorian”) communities in the early 

20th century who began to substitute secular nationalist ideals for religious ones.  They wanted 

to resist missionary work that was aiming to divide them into denominations, and to exchange 

the word millet (‘denomination’) for umma (‘nation’), to gain political unity. “It was in this 

context that they discovered their identity as Assyrians” (viii). Classical Syriac from the Assyrian 

perspective is known by several names including Səryaya, Sūrāya, Swādāya (colloquial Syriac), 

Atōrāya (Heinrichs calls it the “correct Aramaic form”), and Asūrāya (from Persian Assūrī) 

(xiv). 

The Syriac language itself, then, is not exempt from the ‘name issue’.  The controversy 

over origins and identity has drawn scholars to examine these rifts. One prominent scholar in this 

vein is Aryo Makko of the diaspora in Stockholm, co-founder of the Modern Assyrian Research 

                                                 
19 In fact, term ‘Jacobite’ has been adopted specifically by the Syriac Orthodox Christians in Malankara (India). The 

following Malakara website touches on an explanation: http://www.socmnet.org/FAQ.htm. Accessed 4/01/19.  

http://www.socmnet.org/FAQ.htm
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Archive at the University of Cambridge. He affirms that “over the last few decades, debates on 

differing perceptions of ethnic origin and national identity have dominated the community’s 

internal discourse” (2010:1), noting the advent of increased communicative technology and 

social media as key factors in the amplification of the conflict. Drawing on Czech historian 

Miroslav Hroch’s ‘Stage Theory of National Awakening,’ Makko (2010:2) argues that the 

primary reason for the Aramean/Assyrian ‘identity crisis’ is “the consequence of an uncompleted 

social process, namely the failure of Assyrian nationalism to evolve into a ‘mass national 

movement.’” Makko himself makes the explicitly stated choice to use ‘Assyrian’ as the 

overarching term (2010:3), basing his choice on his alignment with the movement he described. 

An extensive project was launched towards the beginning of the current century, entitled 

the Leiden University PIONIER Project on ‘The formation of a communal identity among West 

Syrian Christians,’ under the direction of Bas ter Haar Romeny, and sponsored by the Dutch 

Organization for Scientific Research. The conflicting claims regarding history, ethnicity, 

language, and religion behind the name conflict prompted the research. The abstract for the 

publication of the results of the project (Romeny et al. 2009:1) points to the process of ethnic 

identity construction itself: 

Among those who opposed the Council of Chalcedon in 451, the West Syrian 

(or Syriac Orthodox) Christians were probably least likely to form a national or 

ethnic community. Yet a group emerged with its own distinctive literature and 

art, its own network, and historical consciousness. In an intricate process of 

adoption and rejection, the West Syrians selected elements from the cultures to 

which they were heirs, and from those with which they came into contact, thus 

defining a position of their own.  

 

The project selected the Council of Chalcedon as the starting date, and the year 1300 

(considered the end of the Golden Age of Syrian Orthodoxy) as the end date framing the 

research. The three sources that the researchers focused on were biblical interpretation, 
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historiography, and art (iconography). The researchers applied a rigorous combination of the 

following five interdisciplinary fields: religious studies, history, art history, philology, and social 

anthropology. The results of the project provide useful identity marking ‘moments’ that help in 

understanding the paths that have led to the present-day Syrian Orthodox communities. 

The researchers identified five major stages in the development of a distinct Syrian 

Orthodox identity. The early period, from 451 to 650, was devoted to assuring the authenticity 

and autonomous authority as a church, despite the disagreements with the Byzantine Empire.  

During the seventh through the tenth century, the Syriac Christians were pressed to renegotiate 

identity and power boundaries due to the Islamization and Arabization of the region. From the 

eleventh up to the thirteenth century we find a ‘renaissance’ period of “further compilation and 

codification” (Romeny et al. 2009:3,43). The other two periods the researchers explored more 

generally were the periods leading up to 451, and current developments in the present and past 

century. From 1300 to the nineteenth century is known as a dark period for the Syriac Christians, 

following the defeat of the Crusaders, the conversion of the Mongol Il Khan to Islam in 1295, 

and the subsequent persecution of Christians (Romeny et al. 2009:3). 

Debié and Weltecke, two of the historiographers who participated in the Leiden project, 

elucidated a Syrian Orthodox view of their own origins, in relation to biblical history. Ephrem 

the Syrian (c. 306 – 373) called the ‘land of Aram’ his homeland. Debié (2009:103-04) also cites 

her findings from the Chronicle of Zuqnin, in which 

…the Syrian Orthodox are said to be descendants of Aram (one of the three 

sons of Noah) in a context where the biblical past serves as a paradigm for 

contemporary events and confrontation. According to that biblical typology, 

the Arabs are the ‘sons of Hagar’, the Syrian Orthodox the ‘sons of Aram’, the 
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Persians and Abbasids (the Muslims of the east) the Assyrians or ‘sons of 

Atur.’20  

 

Weltecke (2009:119) includes the following three citations from Michael the Syrian in 

her article. In the first Michael says that the Greeks call the Oturoye ‘Assyrians’ and Arameans 

‘Syrians.’ Yet he writes later: “These are the names of the people who have script among the 

descendants of Shem: Chaldeans, Oturoye, who are the Suryoye, Hebrews, Persians, Medes, 

Arabs.” Nonetheless, Weltecke notices the contradiction in the information he stated a few pages 

previously: “These are the descendants of Shem: Oturoye, Chaldeans, Lydians, Ōrōmōyē, that is, 

Suryoye,” prompting Weltecke to ask: “Who are the Suryoye to Michael: Assyrians or 

Arameans?” (119, italics added for emphasis) thus demonstrating a precedent for the confusion 

that exists today over the terminology. 

 

Terminology 

 

 Due to the nature of debates about language and identity of the Syrian Orthodox, as well 

as the geographical spread of the diaspora, discussion about these topics involves multiple terms 

that can both differ and overlap in meaning. For example, the term ‘Suryoyo,’ while 

grammatically signifying a Syrian Orthodox person, has come to be used by many for either the 

colloquial or the liturgical language, or even both together.  In Table 1, I provide an overview as 

a reference for the basic meaning and context of these terms. The terms I have selected for the 

table are the terms that I personally heard used by Suryoye (in any context) throughout my 

research. I have come across other (rare) designations in both on-line and printed materials, but 

since I did not actually hear them used, I do not include them. Likewise, potentially any word on  

 

                                                 
20 Debié cites in note 45, p.104: “Amir Harrak, ‘Ah! The Assyrian is the Rod of My Hand! Syriac View of History 

After the Advent of Islam’, in Van Ginkel, Murre-van den Berg, and Van Lint (eds.), Redefining Christian Identity, 

pp. 45-66, esp. p. 49. 
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Table 1. Terms referring to the Syrian Orthodox language and people 

Term 

Language of Term  Liturgical 

Language 

Colloquial 

Language 

Term used for 

the People 

Oromoyo21 Turoyo/Kthobonoyo 

 
    

Othuroyo      

Kthobonoyo     

Turoyo    * 

Surayt     

Suryoyo     

Suroyo     

Syrian Orthodox English     

Syriac Orthodox  English22     

Aramean     

Aramaic    
23 

Assyrian     

Syriac     

Neo-Aramaic     

Suryāni Arabic    

Arāmi     

Ashūri     

Süryanice Turkish    

Süryani     

Aramice     

Arami     

Aşuri     

Aramäisch German    

Aramäer(in)     

Syrisch     

Turani (may be Kurdish 

influence) 

 * * 

 

*  = rare use: I did not encounter more than one person using these terms in this manner  

  

 

                                                 
21 The term ‘Oromoyo’ can be translated as ‘Aramaic’ in English, and the term ‘Othuroyo’ can be translated as 

‘Assyrian.’  The next chapter treats this situation in detail.  
22 In transition from Syrian Orthodox, see next page. 
23 Generally, the term ‘Aramean’ is the one denoting people, however I have encountered both native English 

speakers and others using the term ‘Aramaic’ for people as well as the language. I prefer to differentiate between the 

two in my writing. 
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the chart could be used for more (and arguably, fewer) of the meanings than I have attributed to 

it. Because my research took place in multiple languages, I use bold print for the terms included 

in every other language group, for ease of the reader in distinguishing the different languages. 

 According to the Syrian Orthodox Church News,24 the Holy Synod granted permission 

for an official change of name in English from Syrian to Syriac Orthodox Church in April 2000, 

at the request of two Archbishops in the United States, Mor Cyril Aphrem Karim (now the 

Patriarch) and Mor Clemis Eugene Kaplan. The change was needed due to English language 

connotations with the current nation-state of Syria. The Synod declared that although the Syriac 

name ˁidto suryoyto trīṣath shubḥo (the ‘glorious upright/correct Syrian church’) historically 

translates into the ‘Syrian Orthodox Church’ in English, the confusion with (Muslim majority) 

Syria became a legitimate concern and reason to officially become the "Syriac Orthodox Church 

of Antioch." According to the Synod, in the year 2000 the expectation was for the name to be 

adopted gradually.  At present, both terms are still used interchangeably, and I have chosen to 

use Syrian Orthodox for the purposes of this dissertation because it was the word to which my 

participants who spoke in English were accustomed.  

 To write about this topic, it is not possible to avoid taking stances, which emerge simply 

by the choice of terms for the people and their language(s). As far as possible, I aim to present 

the reader with the experience that I have had in working with this speech community; I have 

learned to be flexible with the terminology and adapt to the people with whom I am speaking. 

Therefore, I use the term that the participant is using during the excerpt I am discussing. Even 

though I am writing in English, if the participant being discussed is, for example, speaking in 

Turkish and using the term ‘Süryanice’ for the language of the Syrian Orthodox, I also use the 

                                                 
24 sor.cua.edu/SOCNews/2000/00040301.html  Accessed 4/05/19. 
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term ‘Süryanice’ in analysis of that data. If they are speaking in English, I use the same term that 

they choose to use while speaking in English. I do this is to reflect as far as possible the diversity 

of perspectives which I encountered. 

 As for my own voice and choice of terminology, I use the following basis that aids in the 

categorization of my thought process: when not analyzing or describing the speech of a 

participant, my default for the colloquial language is the term ‘Turoyo’ because it is the first term 

I learned, I am writing in the genre of academese (where it is commonly used), and I connect it 

to Tur ‘Abdin. I use the term ‘Kthobonoyo’ for the liturgical language both to stay consistent 

with an endonymic term, and because ‘Syriac’ does not automatically distinguish between the 

eastern and western varieties. If I want to incorporate both Turoyo and Kthobonoyo together in a 

concept, I follow a practice I learned from many Suryoye and say “Suryoyo” or “the Suryoyo 

language.” At times, as in the title of this dissertation, when I want to use a broad linguistic 

identity category, I use “Aramaic,” for reasons I elaborate on in the next chapter.  

For ethnicity (which shares blurred boundaries with religion), I use the terms Syrian 

Orthodox and Suryoyo interchangeably, depending upon whether I find the English term or the 

endonym more appropriate for the context.  Though an emerging English language practice is to 

use the term ‘Syriac’ for the people, few of the English language speaking participants in my 

study had adopted this practice during the time I was working with them. Also, though I 

recognize it as a personal bias, I find based on my own experiences with the language that with 

‘Syriac’ I still feel that I am talking about a language rather than a person, which puts me in mind 

of those I have met who choose not to use the word ‘Suryoyo’ for the language because they 

perceive it as a term specific to the people.    
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Finally, regarding terminology, I have frequently found the need for a word that describes 

the actions the Suroye are taking in order to make sure that their language continues to live. The 

two most common words in the literature are, of course, ‘maintenance’ and ‘revitalization.’ I find 

that neither of them is deeply descriptive of the use of Turoyo and Kthobonoyo in Syrian 

Orthodox linguistic culture.25 ‘Maintenance’ implies that the language has a solid 

intergenerational community of users and enough accepted standards to appeal to in times of 

dispute or uncertainty, describing, perhaps the linguistic situation of Catalan today. 

‘Revitalization’ implies that the language has to a certain extent died and needs to be 

resuscitated, like with Hebrew or with Wampanoag.26 I find myself using the two terms 

somewhat interchangeably, and adding ‘rejuvenation’ as well, in an effort to describe a diglossic 

language situation in which the colloquial language is alive and continually developing, but at a 

restricted rate and with problematic loss of intergenerational transmission. My intention is to use 

each term dynamically according to the particular circumstance I am describing at the time. 

 

Degree of language endangerment 

 

We have to be proud of Turoyo. Because it survived. Classical Syriac didn’t 

survive, it died out. Because the people of Edessa were not able to maintain it.  

-- Denho, study participant  

 

Regardless of how closely or distantly the colloquial language of Edessa in the first 

millenium resembled Kthobonoyo, Kthobonoyo is not now a mother tongue, and is spoken only 

by a minute percentage of people, generally limited to specific circumstances such as monastic 

use. Denho’s statement highlights the value in the simple fact of the current existence of Turoyo 

                                                 
25 I explain my use of this term in Chapter 2. 
26 See the documentary film 

Makepeace et al., 2010. Âs nutayuneân We still live here. 
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as a living language. Implicit in his words is the warning that language maintenance requires 

attention. Just where is Turoyo on the continuum from ‘living and active’ to ‘moribund?’ 

The Endangered Language Project calls the language “vulnerable,”27 citing the 

Ethnologue 16th edition (2009) in assessing the number of worldwide Turoyo speakers at 84,000. 

ELP also cites Hezy Mutzafy (1994) for the estimate of 3000 in Turkey and 50,000 to 70,000 as 

a worldwide “Ethnic Population.” Šlomo Surayt (2017) estimates 1,500 speakers in Tur ‘Abdin, 

and 250,000 worldwide who call Surayt “mother tongue.”28 Ethnologue places Turoyo in the 

Expanded Graded Intergenerational Disruption Scale in the category yellow 6b which means: 

Threatened: Intergenerational transmission is in the process of being broken, 

but the child-bearing generation can still use the language so it is possible that 

revitalization efforts could restore transmission of the language in the home. 

 

 The range, then, given for speakers across all of these scales is 50,000 to possibly 

250,000 worldwide,29 with an estimated 1500 to 3000 speakers in the region of Tur ‘Abdin. 

None of the sources states directly how the numbers were gathered, but the endangered status is 

uncontested.  

  

Theoretical underpinnings 

I am inspired by the words of Serematakis (1993:14): 

When the anthropologist first enters the field site the sensory organization of 

modernity, the perceptual history and commensal structure of the discipline 

direct her/him to first see dust.  

 

 I view it as our responsibility as ethnographers both to acknowledge that “dust,” which is 

her metaphor for our own mental categorization processes, and to work with it, clearing and 

arranging it with as much connection to those whose lives we are narrating as possible. From a 

                                                 
27 http://www.endangeredlanguages.com/lang/3502, Accessed 4/02/19 
28 http://textbook.surayt.com/en/Level%20A/0.4?content-fragment-id=2456, Accessed 4/02/19 
29 Although no claim is made that those who claim Surayt as “mother tongue” actually speak it currently 

http://www.endangeredlanguages.com/lang/3502
http://textbook.surayt.com/en/Level%20A/0.4?content-fragment-id=2456
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theoretical perspective, I intend above all for this dissertation to be a study of the essence of 

language as it is lived by the Suryoye. I am principally interested in understanding how Suryoye 

experience the Aramaic language in their lives. The two interrelated main theoretical strands that 

undergird my analysis are phenomenology (Husserl, Heiddeger, Merleau-Ponty) and dialogism 

(Bakhtin). This is not because I consciously set out to design my research from either of these 

perspectives. This is because since I’ve returned from the field and needed to understand what 

kind of research I had just undertaken, any answer I have come across has led me back to these 

sources. 

 The data which I have gathered through interviews, focus groups and participant 

observation has provided me with a multiplicity of voices, each elaborating on their 

metalinguistic understanding of what their language as Suryoye actually is. Though their 

educational and ideological backgrounds vary considerably, each participant is an expert from 

the point of view that their experience with their language is a phenomenon intensely lived by 

them. During the process of data collection, I faced sometimes the critique by Suryoye that I 

should be careful to evaluate the level of ‘expertise’ that the participants have about the history 

and authenticity of words, for example. Otherwise, I run the risk of propagating the errors of folk 

linguistics. While I do not suggest that there is no difference between true and false propositions 

about language and its development, I do believe there is value in the effort to understand how 

people experience language and what that means in their relationships to each other.  

 From the inception of this project, I recognized that I was undertaking a challenging 

epistemological balancing act. I realized that the Suryoye who were interested in my project and 

willing to collaborate with me are motivated by a shared interest in the preservation of their 

language. If I have not, in the final project, been able to curate ideas and suggestions that guide 
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to a successful language revitalization effort, have I really accomplished my task?  Complicating 

this challenge, I faced the question as to what aspects of their language should be preserved in 

what manner. This question creates tension within the community, which I enter doing my best 

to examine all aspects without prioritizing any, knowing at the same time, that I am not free of 

bias, preconceptions, and misunderstandings.   

 I perceived based on my studies that from a sociolinguistic standpoint, the goal of my 

research as linguistic knowledge-production should be to predict; if I am not able to use the data 

that I have gathered from the Suryoyo community to anticipate, for example, how speakers might 

react to certain sound-changes or uses of linguistic structures, then have I really accomplished 

the goal? From the perspective of linguistic anthropology, on the other hand, I perceived the 

desired end to be explanation; if I have not been able to draw illuminating connections concealed 

by the scale of interactions among speakers, hence accomplishing the elusive goal of 

demonstrating how the “micro” face-to-face interactions have constructed “macro” institutional 

interactions and vice-versa, have I made any real contribution? 

 Further on during my dissertation research, when situated by my funding organizations in 

the world of European linguistic concerns, I sensed the need to focus heavily on the religious 

symbolism underlying the Syrian Orthodox linguistic culture, or to strike a balance between 

generalized description and prescription of the ways in which the Suryoye use their language as 

well as the other languages with which they are required to interact as a community. All of these 

cases share the Kantian notion that “General knowledge must always precede local knowledge 

… [because] without [general knowledge], all acquired knowledge can only be a fragmentary 

experiment and not a science” (Kant 1974 [1797] translated and cited by Casey 1996:16). 
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 I did not find that the data I gathered in the research phase allowed me to cleanly fit my 

study into any one of the above categories. I found myself turning outside of my direct 

disciplines for a through-line to help me with my analyses, and after-the-fact, the impetus for my 

methodology as well. I perceive the broadest through-line as the philosophical inquiry of 

phenomenology. In her foreword to Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology and Perception, Carman 

(2012: viii), characterizes its epistemological aim: “Phenomenology is thus a descriptive, not an 

explanatory or deductive enterprise, for it aims to reveal experience as such, rather than frame 

hypotheses or speculate beyond its bounds.” In this manner, Casey (1996:16) suggests that it has 

the “advantage of honoring the actual experience of those who practice it,” hence connecting the 

experience of the anthropologist with that of the study participants. Phenomenology opens the 

idea that “such knowledge, genuine local knowledge, is itself experiential in the manner of 

Erlebnis, ‘lived experience’ rather than of Erfahrung, the already lapsed experience that is the 

object of analytical or abstract knowledge” (Casey 1996:18). 

 In his concern with the current direction of theory in sociolinguistics, Coupland (2016:7) 

discusses Aristotle’s classification of knowledge into three epistemological divisions. The first, 

which Aristotle labels “episteme,” ideologically corresponds to the idea of ‘natural sciences’ as 

analytic, scientific knowledge. The second he calls “techné” (which translates from Greek into 

‘craftsmanship, craft or art,’ meaning technical knowledge. The third, phronesis, translates into  

‘practical wisdom,’ including wisdom regarding values and ethics. By bringing this into the 

discussion, Coupland weighs the value of ideas such as “context-rich analysis” and 

“ethnographic theory” as phronetic in nature, in contrast to ‘authoritative generalization,’ ‘expert 

knowledge,’ and ‘abstract models.’30  

                                                 
30 In the former two, he cites Hammersley (1992) and Wilson and Chadda (2009) respectively. In the latter two, he is 

quoting Flyvbjerg et al. 2012:2). 



41 

 

 Coupland (2016:7) finds that “Without being so-named, a lot of sociolinguistics is 

showing signs of being reoriented around phronetic-type approaches to theory,” and wonders 

what this does to the “scale and weight” of theory within ethnographic approaches. “Phronetic 

social science accepts a relatively humble role for itself,” he observes.  “…any one of its 

theoretical interpretations is ‘just one voice among many’. It eschews theory as authoritative 

generalization.” Of the three epistemological categories, I find that the data I gathered for this 

dissertation and therefore my treatment of it fall into the phronetic type. 

 Geographer Yi-Fu Tuan (1991:695) has a parallel concern in defending his own 

“narrative-descriptive” approach to sociolinguistic research. “‘How can one capture and study 

something so subjective and elusive as perception?’ The answer is that one can.” He asserts the 

validity of avoiding “the explicit formulation of theory,” grounded on the idea that: 

…such a theory, by its clarity and weight tends to drive rival and 

complementary interpretations and explanatory sketches out of mind…Indeed, 

in social science, a theory can be so highly structured that it seems to exist in 

its own right, to be almost ‘solid,’ and thus able to cast (paradoxically) a 

shadow over the phenomena it is intended to illuminate (1991:686). 

 

These binary (and ternary) ideas have an aspect in common, which is grounded in the 

very construct of ‘the natural sciences,’ (that which Husserl labeled the “natural attitude” and 

Casey calls “scientism” – see Casey 1996:13) in which truth stands apart from subjective 

experience and the goal of ‘truth-finding’ is based on finding our way around the deceptiveness 

of our perceptions. They are connected to the idea of ‘structuralism versus agency’ in cultural 

theory, and in the study of linguistics as a natural ‘structure’ as opposed to the study of language 

as it is expressed by individual persons in specific semiotically charged circumstances.  

 Bakhtin divides the study of linguistics much in the sense of (Chomskyan) 

theoretical/structural linguistics as “utterly incapable of treating the specific nature of dialogic 
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relationships between rejoinders in a dialogue” (1984:183). What is needed, he asserts, is 

“metalinguistics” (discourse analysis). He affirms the value of linguistics, as a science for 

knowing the systems underlying “that which makes possible dialogic relationships,” (183) but 

claims that when one chooses to understand where language lives, dialogism is necessary. He 

presents the reader with two opposing value statements: “life is good” and “life is not good,” 

then elaborates (183):  

Between these two judgments there exists a specific logical relationship: one is 

the negation of the other. But between them there are not and cannot be any 

dialogic relationships; they do not argue with one another in any way (although 

they can provide the referential material and logical basis for argument). Both 

these judgments must be embodied, if a dialogic relationship is to arise 

between them and toward them. Thus, both these judgments can, as thesis and 

antithesis, be united in a single utterance of a single subject, expressing his 

unified dialectical position on a given question. In such a case no dialogic 

relationships arise. But if these two judgments are separated into two different 

utterances by two different subjects, then dialogic relationships do arise. 

 

A determination that one must arrive dialectically at a single overarching ‘truth’ can lead 

to schisms, broken relationships, and persecution, especially if the underlying motive in 

upholding a particular ‘truth’ is to preserve hegemonic power. Meanwhile, dialogism, in 

Bakhtin’s ideological sense, could be an aid for those who seek to understand the semiotics 

involved in the temporal movement leading from the Council of Chalcedon in 451 to the current 

Aramean/Assyrian name debate. 

Nevertheless, a dilemma remains. Does it make more sense, for example, to examine the 

discourse in this dissertation, much of which revolves around evaluations of ‘right’ versus 

‘wrong’ use of terminology, pronunciation, grammar, and orthography, from a dialogic 

perspective or a dialectic one? Rupert Wegerif (2006:347) elucidates the distinction:  

From a dialogic perspective the difference between voices in a dialogue is 

constitutive of meaning in such a way that it makes no sense to imagine 

‘overcoming’ this difference. By contrast, due to the implicit assumption that 
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meaning is ultimately grounded on identity rather than on difference, the 

dialectic perspective applied by Vygotsky interprets differences as 

‘contradictions’ that need to be overcome or transcended. 

 

 This ethnography is an attempt to open a space for voices from across the spectrum of the 

Syrian Orthodox communities who are interested in maintaining their language as a living part of 

their identity, a space to voice both obstacles and motivations in the process, and to voice 

strategies by which they are succeeding in their language learning goals. Perhaps ultimately both 

dialogic and dialectic perspectives are necessary. I would argue that these are two different 

stages, and I focus Chapters 2 and 3 on the former. The later stage would be to look carefully at 

what factors could aid Suryoye who would like to strengthen their efforts to reinvigorate the 

colloquial language in finding common ground for fruitful collaborations, and I consider this 

from more of a dialectic framework in Chapters 4 and 5. 

 Inspired as well by the work of Bernard Perley (2011) on the revitalization of his 

language Maliseet, I explore the factors that play into the ideological frameworks that guide 

Suryoye in their interactions with each other, asking how might shifts in these frameworks 

enable or inhibit expressions of linguistic agency? Perleys stated goal is “to shift the focus of 

interest from the language itself to the community members and their engagement with the 

Maliseet language” (2011:4-5). He searches for “an ontological state of alternative vitalities for 

the Maliseet language,” (147) that would lead to “alternative futures” and move the community 

away from the path of least resistance leading to language death.  

  Perley is also interested in examining these ideas through the lens of dialogism, thus 

leveling his experience with that of his participants and avoiding what he calls the “‘god-trick’ 

epistemology” (2011:26) in which the anthropologist projects a role of detached, 

(semi)omniscient observer. At the same time, he acknowledges the paradoxical warning by 
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Tedlock and Mannheim, that an ethnographer who simply presents a multiplicity of voices has 

not completed the work. The ethnographer’s job is also to “reformulate the problem of the 

location of culture within a social ontology” (Tedlock and Mannheim, 1995:8), bringing the 

ethnographer once again into an authoritative role.  

 Can an ethnographer escape this dilemma? asks Perley (29). He does not answer his 

rhetorical question, but rather asserts that the dilemma affects also the native anthropologist. He 

sees himself writing in the first chapters a “distanced, dehumanized analysis of Maliseet 

language death,” and in the later chapters digging into the relevance of the “lived experience” of 

the language, arguing that the two aspects work together in his effort to point a way toward 

alternative futures in which the Maliseet language can live (2011:29).  

 As a non-native anthropologist, perhaps my responsibility to take care in my portrayals of 

the voices of my study participants doubles, and I lack the ability to truly know part of the lived 

experience of the community from the ‘inside.’ My hope is that taking a dialogical approach and 

providing a platform to voice strands of conflicting narratives that have restricted cooperative 

action could light up a path toward future cooperation. I look at this form of Bakhtinian 

dialogism as a theoretical framework based on the idea that “every utterance actively responds to 

another speaker’s utterance and shapes itself in anticipation of the addressee’s response” (Baxter 

2017:25), thus emphasizing the creative and agentive nature of dialogism. 

 The data that I have gathered from the interviews and focus groups as well as the time I 

spent myself as a participant in activities with Suryoye are based on perceptions that they have 

shared with me regarding, as Merleau-Ponty (2012:lxx) describes phenomenology, “…an 

account of ‘lived’ space, ‘lived’ time, and the ‘lived’ world”, and, I would add, an account of 

“lived” language. If I am able to weave these perceptions together in a manner that helps 
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elucidate spaces in the ideological frameworks guiding the day to day activities of the Suryoye 

among their communities, spaces in which change in their habitual interactions has the potential 

to turn a language from a trajectory of dissipation to a trajectory of reinvigoration, then I have 

reached the ideal that lies beyond what I hope for. If at least I can assist in the thought process 

and visualization of such a result, then I am happy.  

 

On transcription, translation and transliteration 

In keeping with the theoretical emphasis on phenomenology and dialogism, I have made 

the heteroglossic31 choice to keep the voices of the participants as close to the recordings as 

possible. This means two things primarily: first, that in all instances I provide both the language 

that the participant chose for the interview or focus group, followed by my translation into 

English.32 In the case that English is the only language provided, it means that the participant 

elected to speak in English during the session. Secondly, none of my participants are native 

speakers of English. I have made the choice not to impose standard English onto the manner 

through which they have composed their thoughts, but instead to let the effects of language 

influence shine through. Regarding use of italics – because the main language of this dissertation 

is English, mostly I use italics for the non-English languages – mainly for ease of the reader. In 

the Prologue I made the choice not to use italics for either language, reflecting the way both 

languages are printed on the cd cover. For the phrase at the beginning of Chapter 4, I 

                                                 
31 Bakhtin (1981:263) says of heteroglossia [raznorečie] (meaning “social diversity of speech types”) that “these 

distinctive links and interrelationships”.. [“always more or less dialogized”].. “between utterances and languages, 

this movement of the theme through different languages and speech types, its dispersion into the rivulets and 

droplets of social heteroglossia, its dialogization – this is the basic distinguishing feature of the stylistics of the 

novel.” Of course, I am writing an ethnography, not a novel. Maybe that is even a greater reason not to cover up the 

voices of my participants with my translations or ‘standardizations’. 
32 At times I have requested help from native speakers to insure my complete understanding, but all responsibility 

for the translation of my participants’ speech is mine. 
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acknowledte English as the language of translation, and thus put it in italics instead of the 

transliteration of the Serto graphemes. 

Another stance I am required to take is the choice of transcription styles. The style I use 

for Arabic and Kthobonoyo is a simplified version of that used by European scholars of Semitic 

dialectology. Because the level of my analysis in this dissertation does not extend to detailed 

phonemic work, I have made an effort to be consistent but base my orthographic decisions 

largely from a practical perspective on how a reader familiar with both English and Arabic (or 

Syriac) will be able to understand the general words and recognize the variety of spoken Arabic. 

For the few Kurdish words, I use Kurmanji Latin script. For Turoyo, I use to the best of my 

ability the Latin script developed by the Aramaic Online Project33 because it is, to my 

knowledge, the one that has been developed the most carefully through community-based 

agreement. In some instances, however, as in the song lyrics in the Prologue, I use the spelling of 

the participants to illustrate that this language has yet to be officially standardized. In the 

footnote above, I refer any readers unfamiliar with the Aramaic Online Project to the relevant 

webpage. For ease of reading, I will clarify the one symbol that may be least familiar to most 

readers: /c / =  / ʕ/ the voiced pharyngeal fricative (ܥ in the Syriac Estrangelo script).  

Methodology 

The data examined in this project have been gathered during 20 months of ethnographic 

field research among Syrian Orthodox communities – seven months in Istanbul from August 

2015 to April 2016, and thirteen months in Berlin from April 2016 to May 2017. It is also 

informed by the pre-dissertation research which I carried out in Mardin and Tur ‘Abdin during 

the summer of 2013. My experiences discussing factors involved in language maintenance with 

                                                 
33 https://textbook.surayt.com/en/Level%20A/1?content-fragment-id=1736  Accessed 8/6/19. 

https://textbook.surayt.com/en/Level%20A/1?content-fragment-id=1736
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the Suryoye in Tur ‘Abdin in the summer of 2013 led me to plan dissertation research that 

expanded from Mardin into Istanbul and the European diaspora. Several of the families with 

whom I spoke in Tur ‘Abdin that first summer were only living there during summers, traveling 

back to Germany for the rest of the year where making a living is more economically feasible, 

and they were able to live the lifestyles to which they had become accustomed. I became aware 

that the edge of Aramaic linguistic experiences for the Suryoye in terms of 

revitalization/rejuvenation was being lived in Europe. Furthermore, advice from a Suryayto 

scholar who suggested that I spend time in Istanbul helped me to see the contrast between 

Suryoye in Europe and Suryoye in Istanbul (where in the churches, for example, Turoyo is 

spoken far less than in Europe) as an important piece of the language puzzle. 

Additionally, in 2014 when I was writing grants for fieldwork, the political situation was 

worsening both in Turkey and on the border of Tur ‘Abdin in Syria, so I needed to consider 

back-up plans. When funding options for both Turkey and Germany came through, I accepted 

both. When the political situation worsened in Tur ‘Abdin in the summer of 2015, for example 

with the Suruç bombing in Şanlıurfa, I decided to stay in Istanbul rather than go back part of the 

time to Tur ‘Abdin. 

When carrying out my dissertation research in Istanbul, I worked as a volunteer 

coordinator and English teacher at an educational and recreational center for Syrians en route to 

Europe. While in Berlin in connection through the German Academic Exchange Service 

(Deutscher Akademischer Austauschdienst or ‘DAAD’) with Dr. Shabo Talay at the Freie 

Universität, I became involved in editing English for the Aramaic Online Project, which teaches 

Surayt across the Syrian Orthodox diaspora. In both Istanbul and Berlin, I studied Syriac, 

Turoyo, and the cultural history of the Suryoye in both church and university settings, in addition 
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to taking part regularly in church activities. I conducted interviews and focus groups with over 

50 participants related to attitudes about the use of Aramaic in their lives. These took place in the 

languages: Arabic, English, Turkish and German, along with several narratives in Aramaic. To 

protect the anonymity of participants, pseudonyms are used for all participant names and some 

places. 

The participants in my interviews and focus groups ranged in age from seven years old to 

just over seventy. 36 are male and 23 are female. They come from a broad spectrum of 

educational and ideological backgrounds and range from knowing essentially no Aramaic during 

the time of my fieldwork to being fluent speakers of both Turoyo and Kthobonoyo. All but two 

are Suryoye, and the two who are not are Syrian Christians who grew up in neighborhoods with 

many Suryoyo friends and neighbors.  

 To connect with participants in my study, I approached people whom I had gotten to 

know based on the activities in which I was participating. When possible, I also asked them if 

they had friends with whom I could speak, following the snowball method of recruitment.  I had 

a list of general questions about language use that I asked during interviews and a similar list for 

the focus groups, but since the format I used was semi-structured, I adjusted my questions to the 

topics in which different participants demonstrated more interest.  

 I found during my research that for the sake of anonymity, for a group of people as 

densely connected as the Syrian Orthodox community, simply the use of pseudonyms was not 

enough, so accompanying each example of the participants’ speech, I provide only the amount of 

context that to the best of my understanding is essential for the reader to understand my 

argument. This means that in this ethnography, the reader is unlikely to gain the feeling of 

knowing the individual participants, but it is my hope that they will gain a clear image of the 
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intricate Syrian Orthodox linguistic culture. For those that know the participants, the fact that in 

some cases the personality shines through the words cannot be helped, and in my view, gives the 

words their strength. 

 I found that my interest in the language was of value to many Suryoye. As in the vignette 

at the beginning of this chapter in Mardin, so also in Istanbul; when first I arrived, I knew no 

Suryoye. My initial step of fieldwork in Istanbul in the summer of 2015 was to attend a Syrian 

Orthodox church service. After the service, I approached a man who was clearly a deacon. I told 

him that I am an American student, wanting to study the Suryoyo language. I had with me a copy 

of a translation of The Little Prince into Turoyo, which I was reading on the ferry to church. 

Surprised to see this book in his colloquial language, he pointed at a word to test me if I knew it. 

The word happened to be cawono, ‘sheep,’ a very high frequency word toward the beginning of 

the book, so I knew it. He went excitedly to bring his wife, saying that I am American, and I 

want to learn their language, and I know the word cawono. They invited me to lunch at their 

home, and a week later to a picnic and to a class in Kthobonoyo along with a group of young 

teen-aged girls taught by a priest. Before they returned to Europe after the summer, they helped 

me to connect the malfono (teacher) who became my Kthobonoyo and Turoyo instructor during 

the time I was in Istanbul. Repeatedly I found that the survival of their language is a topic of 

grave interest to many Suryoye. 

 

Summary of chapters 

My overarching argument regarding the role of Aramaic in the ethno-religio-linguistic 

identity of the Suryoye builds from chapter to chapter. In Chapter 2, I introduce the reader to the 

complex Syrian Orthodox linguistic culture. In both Chapters 2 and 3 I consider the Suryoye in 

the context of space and time, but at different scales. In Chapter 2, I focus on the context of 
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origin narratives with which Suryoye find themselves expected to align. I use Bakhtin’s 

framework of the chronotope because it is useful to understand these oppositions by their 

temporal and spatial characteristics as well as the type of people expected to inhabit them. 

Bakhtin calls the chronotope a way to view genre, and in this sense, it can be viewed as the genre 

that informs the interactions of those who orient towards it. Understanding these generic origin 

narratives is important for making sense of the smaller, day to day alignment choices the 

Suryoye are faced with to maintain in-group status. 

 In Chapter 3 I examine conceptualizations of place and the importance of the language as 

a linker to place-based identity. I focus on the temporal and spatial boundaries of the Syrian 

Orthodox diaspora, particularly as it has been experienced since the end of the 19th century. The 

scale of analysis for Chapter 3 is simultaneously larger and smaller than that of Chapter 2. In 

Chapter 2 I focus on chronotope both as a historical marker invoking a vast trajectory in time and 

space, and as a short-cut for bringing images of the past into present discourse and identity-based 

relations at a moment-by-moment level. In Chapter 3, I scale inward to the scope of the 

knowable past, and outward to the effects of place-based imaginary on social interactions. 

 In Chapter 4 I examine notions of language and belonging for the Suryoye through the 

lens of authenticity and its relationship to authority. I work to elucidate the interdependence of 

the concepts ‘authenticity’ and ‘authority’ in the decisions the Suryoye make about their own 

language use and the acceptance of that of others. I suggest that understanding the dynamics of 

authenticity and authority among the Suryoye is an essential element in aiming to understand the 

context in which degrees of agency are negotiated within the Syrian Orthodox communities. 

 Finally, in Chapter 5 I interrogate the notion of agency itself, particularly in relation to 

language maintenance and revitalization. Inspired by Agha’s (2007) model of the enregisterment 
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process, I examine agency at three levels: individual interactions, communities of practice, and 

institutional agency, suggesting that at each level specific theories may be useful as tools to 

facilitate an increase in agentive potential, i.e. potential to create desired effects in the world.  
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CHAPTER 2: THE SYRIAN ORTHODOX LINGUISTIC CULTURE 

Essentially, one of the greatest problems in modern academic discourse in the 

humanities and social sciences is the assemblage of gears of the historical 

process into one monolithic rubric, without dealing with the context of place, 

time and direction. This has been the cause of many historical inaccuracies 

especially in reference to the Assyrians, their continuity, and their continuously 

shifting identity/ies” (Cetrez 2012:ix).  

  “All this fighting over names, and for what? We don’t even know who we are.” 

   --Saliba, study participant 

 

 During my pre-dissertation research in Mardin during the summer of 2013, before my 

journey to the villages of Tur ‘Abdin, I entered a Syrian Orthodox church for the first time. The 

church was the largest in the city of Mardin, the Kırklar Kilisesi.34 There to my memory every 

woman was wearing a headscarf (except the foreigner, me), and it was the first time I had seen 

several of the white lace scarves with Lourdes written on them that have been present in every 

Syrian Orthodox service that I have since attended. It was also my first experience with the 

separation of men and women on opposite sides of the church that is de riguere for the Syrian 

Orthodox Church. The service was in Arabic, apart from the prayers (in Kthobonoyo); the Arabic 

was both standard and Mardelli, the colloquial Arabic of the Suryoye of Mardin.  

 After the church, I had a chance to attend the coffee hour and start meeting people. I 

learned that the language they favored for speaking together was Mardelli (though they all could 

speak Turkish, and many spoke some Kurdish) and that most of them did not speak more than a 

few words of Suryāni (the Arabic word for Turoyo and Kthobonoyo). One woman, observing my 

disappointment, pointed out a young teen-aged girl engaged in conversation with another group 

of women. “That’s the priest’s daughter,” she informed me, and explained that the priest and his 

family were all fluent speakers of Suryāni, and literate as well.  

                                                 
34 So named because the bones of 40 martyrs were brought to the church in the year 1170.  
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 A week or so later, in Midyat with Rafi and his family before heading to their village, we 

stopped to visit the famous Mor Abrohom monastery. At one point I found myself seated with 

my host and two clergy in the gardens drinking Turkish coffee. Though I knew very little Turoyo 

or Kurdish at the time, I was aware that they were weaving a verbal tapestry of Turoyo, 

Kurmanji, Mardelli and Turkish in their conversation. Afterwards, when we arrived at the church 

in the village, my hosts (the church supervisors) there spoke with me in Turkish and with each 

other in a combination of Turoyo and Kurmanji. After dinner that evening, they invited me to 

join them at a birthday party at a village down the road. We piled into their car – four adults and 

five children – and before driving down the dirt/stone road, the family recited the Lord’s prayer 

in Aramaic (Syriac).  

 Upon entering the courtyard of the house of the sixteen-year-old birthday girl, it was as if 

Turkish was left to wait outside the door, and all language became a fast-flowing Suryoyo-

Kurmanji river of incomprehensibility to me. One woman did approach me with a plate of five 

(5) large slices of assorted birthday cakes and said to me in Turkish “di hepsini yi!” (eat them all) 

to my protests of “beceremirem!” (I can’t!) So I sat there nibbling on one of the 5 slices feeling 

awkward and strange, when to my relief I noticed a woman next to me speaking a familiar 

tongue – German! Grateful to have someone to speak with, I introduced myself and she smiled 

and said she had wondered who the Fremde (foreigner) was. Meryem was visiting Tur ‘Abdin 

for the first time in thirty years, since she and her family had emigrated to Germany because of 

the troubles. She was eight at the time. Her two children were with her and seemed quite 

engrossed in playing with the children from the village. However, she explained to me that her 

children did not share a language with the others, because she had seen no reason to teach her 

children Suryoyo, Kurmanji, or Turkish. “Sogar Suryoyo nicht?” (not even Suryoyo?) I asked 
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sadly. “Nein, wir sind alle zufrieden in Deutschland. Ich will nicht zurück, einfach zu Besuch. Es 

nützt ihnen doch nichts, Suryoyo zu lernen” (no, we are all satisfied in Germany. I don’t want to 

come back, only to visit. It doesn’t benefit them to learn Suryoyo). On the way back to their 

village church, my hosts recited once more the Lord’s prayer before starting the car. When I 

inquired about it as a ritual, they told me that you never know what can happen when you get 

into an automobile.  

 

Lingustic culture 

 I provide these vignettes from my initial experiences with Suryoye to give a palpable 

explanation as to why I choose to adopt Schiffman’s (1996) broad, commonsense categorical 

term ‘linguistic culture’ and use it in addition and in contrast to ‘linguistic ideology’, the 

preferred term in the discipline linguistic anthropology. Schiffman (1996:5) sums up the generic 

category of linguistic culture as: “the set of behaviors, assumptions, cultural forms, prejudices, 

folk belief systems, attitudes, stereotypes, ways of thinking about language, and religio-historical 

circumstances associated with a particular language.” Linguistic culture is a broad framework 

into which multiple linguisitic ideologies both co-exist and compete with each other.  

 Based on their circumstances as a community, the linguistic culture of the Suryoye is 

both diglossic (Ferguson 1959, Fishman 1967) and multilingual in all locations where they live. 

The reasons for this are a combination of both pragmatic practice and ideology. As mentioned in 

the previous chapter, the Suryoye are known for two varieties of Aramaic, both located by 

scholars in the western-most group of Eastern Neo-Aramaic dialects. The ‘high’ variety, used in 

liturgy and theological writings, and rarely used as a spoken tongue outside of a monastery, is the 

western pronunciation of Edessen Syriac that they call Kthobonoyo, meaning the ‘language of 

the book.’ It is not the mother tongue of anyone but is usually learned in church schools and in 
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monasteries. The ‘low,’ colloquial variety, most frequently called either Turoyo, Surayt or 

Suryoyo, is spoken in all domains, including in the church, but does not have the same status as 

Kthobonoyo, nor place within the backbone of the liturgical ritual. Efforts to standardize a 

writing system for Turoyo are relatively recent, so a widespread perception is that Turoyo has no 

grammar. The other languages that Suryoye use to participate in whichever societies they are 

living have a heavy influence on Turoyo, especially on vocabulary. Kthobonoyo, on the other 

hand, has been highly standardized since the 4th century (Brock 2011:490) and is specialized 

enough in its use that it resists loan words, providing it with a halo of ‘purity’ and specialized 

representation of the community.  

 Groups of Suryoye around the world speak Turoyo, but there are also many who do not, 

and who are not teaching it to their children, thus creating a situation of endangerment for the 

language. I would claim based on conversations with Suryoye since I have been working with 

them that the three areas in the world in which Turoyo is spoken in the highest concentration are 

Tur ‘Abdin, Qamishli in Syria (located right next to the border with Tur ‘Abdin), and Södertälje 

in Sweden. Schools exist in Qamishli for Suryoye (though not exclusively) in which Kthobonoyo 

is taught through the medium of Turoyo through to the upper levels. At least two kindergartens 

for Suryoye are in use in Södertälje. Presently, efforts are being made to standardize Turoyo and 

develop two writing systems, one in the Syriac alphabet and one using Latin graphemes. The 

most extensively coordinated of these efforts so far is the Aramaic Online Project,35 funded by 

the European Union and based at the Free University of Berlin under the direction of Dr. Shabo 

Talay.  

                                                 
35 http://www.surayt.com/  Accessed 8/6/19 

http://www.surayt.com/
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 A key goal during my field research was to understand the factors that either facilitate or 

obstruct efforts of the Suryoye to reinvigorate their colloquial language. The most commonly 

cited reason among my participants was lack of time among community members to make 

learning it or working with it a priority. The second reason was in the form of a general 

complaint that the community doesn’t want to contribute enough resources toward its language. 

The third most commonly cited reason that I encountered was that someone else who was 

working on such a project (e.g. a kindergarten, a book project, a social media or internet project) 

aligned or was perceived to align with a different worldview.  

 This chapter investigates three conceptual cross-sections of ethnolinguistic identity 

differences that compose these worldviews, and together create a framework for the Syrian 

Orthodox linguistic culture. The broadest categorical division concerns the terms 

‘Aramaic/Aramean’ and ‘Assyrian’ as generic terms into which multiple language variants and 

ethnic notions fit. A narrower yet more central focus centers on the distinction between the 

colloquial and liturgical varieties of Aramaic used by the Suryoye. A more specific controversy 

that fewer of my participants regarded as salient but nonetheless creates deep friction in certain 

circles is the name for the colloquial variant; Surayt, Turoyo, or Suryoyo. Suryoye align 

themselves to combinations of these three cross-sections to form their linguistic worldview, a 

process which affects their relationships with each other and ultimately their stance on the use 

and the teaching of Aramaic within the community. 

 

Time, space and identity: linguistic and chronotopic perceptions  

Each stance that the Suryoye take regarding these designations of their language involves 

a distinct episteme based on place, time, and category of person (‘personhood’) that varies 

according to individual perspective. I have chosen to view the opposition between the general 
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category terms ‘Aramean’ and ‘Assyrian’ through the lens of Mikhail Bakhtin’s temporal/spatial 

conception of the ‘chronotope.’ Bakhtin, a philosopher and a literary critic, selected the word 

‘chronotope’ to describe “the intrinsic connectedness of temporal and spatial relationships that 

are artistically expressed in literature” (1981:84). Bakhtin in fact selected the word from its use 

in mathematical biology where it had been adopted from Einstein’s theory of relativity (Todorov 

1984:14).  

Asif Agha (2007b), one of the leading voices among the current wave of linguistic 

anthropologists who take Bakhtin’s notion of the novelistic chronotope and apply it to everyday 

sociocultural life, describes the essence of Bakhtin’s chronotope as the combination of space, 

time and personhood: 

Chronotopic representations enlarge the ‘historical present’ of their audiences 

by creating chronotopic displacements and cross-chronotope alignments 

between persons here-and-now and persons altogether elsewhere, transposing 

selves across discrete zones of cultural spacetime through communicative 

practices that have immediate consequences for how social actors in the public 

sphere are mobilized to think, feel and act. (2007b:324) 

 

  The key to the relevance of the notion of chronotope in understanding the social 

significance of competing worldviews is the level of contrast that is involved. If one idea 

presents no challenge to the fundamental truth-claims of another view, or if the participants in 

the communication “agree to disagree,” then there is little purpose in discussing a cross-

chronotopic dis-alignment. As an example of how two contrasting institutionalized perspectives 

encompass different ideas of how time and space converge with the beginning of humankind, 

Agha contends that even such a well-known debate as the controversy between the Darwinian 

account of human history and the Creationist narrative is based on competing chronotopic views 

of reality: 
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The dispute between Darwinians and Creationists is a dispute about which 

competing chronotope (‘evolutionary history’ or ‘biblical time’) better 

accounts for the place of parties to this dispute within the Order of Things; 

each chronotope informs an official picture of the world (linked to canonical 

texts and institutions) in one circle, and is an object of derision (and sometimes 

rage) in the other (2007b: 322) 

 

 Jan Blommaert (2015:110) describes chronotopes as “‘invokable histories,’ elaborate 

frames in which time, space, and patterns of agency coincide, create meaning and value, and can 

be set off against other chronotopes.”  The designations ‘Aramaic/Aramean’ and ‘Assyrian’ as a 

nationality, an ethnicity, and/or a contemporary language do indeed apply to ‘invokable 

histories,’ or means of mapping historical names and connotations onto present-day relationships 

and circumstances. Both names play a role in the distant past of the Syrian Orthodox people. 

Both are invoked to appeal to the authority of origin in establishing a person’s relationship with 

the church, ideas about nationalism, other groups of Eastern Christians such as Syrian Catholics, 

Chaldeans and the Church of the East, and other peoples from the Mesopotamian region such as 

the Yazidis and the Mandaeans (Travis 2012). However, the invocations are not uniform among 

all Suryoye; rather, they are affected strongly by location and context. Constantly I was reminded 

that chronotopes are an organizing principle for the communities to help orient and identify 

themselves and their values. Individual Suryoye are free to navigate the relationships with those 

who align themselves according to differing chronotopic perspectives, but such relationships can 

create friction with others who hold opposing views.   

 Before moving further with this controversial issue, I want to extend a few paragraphs on 

my positionality as a researcher and the nature of the data that I have selected for this section. In 

the spirit of dialogism, I acknowledge that my view, though I don’t claim it to be the definitive 

truth, is based on the following reasons. I first came to learn Aramaic through the study of 

Biblical and Imperial Aramaic, with the understanding that the language classification ‘Aramaic’ 
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is distinctly different from what is known as ‘Assyrian’ historically, and that Assyrian had died 

out while Aramaic had lived on. With this influence forming the base of my understanding about 

the topic, and from a linguistic focus, I have selected the term ‘Aramaic’ for use within the title 

of my dissertation and from that perspective I do personally think of the language group in the 

category “Aramaic, not Assyrian.”36 

 That said, the point of this dissertation is to open a space for the voices of people who 

experience bonds of language, ethnicity, collective memory, and religion within these two 

distinct and overlapping generic names. Part of this process is an effort to understand the most 

fundamental essences about which the Suryoye are actually disagreeing, which involves dialogue 

between the opposing voices. Voloshinov (1973: 122-3, cited in Todorov 1984:22, italics in 

Todorov) articulates the importance of maintaining a dialogic art of understanding: 

All true understanding is active and already represents the embryo of an 

answer. Only active understanding can apprehend the theme [the meaning of 

the utterance]; it is only by means of becoming that becoming can be 

apprehended…. All understanding is dialogical. Understanding is opposed to 

utterance like one reply is opposed to another in a dialogue. Understanding is 

in search of a counter-discourse to the discourse of the utterer. 

 

  As I mentioned in the Introduction, Chapters 2 and 3 are both grounded on my desire to 

look at the disparate points of view to try to understand more deeply the points of convergence 

and divergence. Again, I bring in the (translated) voice of Bakhtin to illuminate a perspective 

wide enough to view each of these chronotopic worldviews as equally valid within their own 

frameworks:  

It is quite possible to imagine a unified truth that requires a multiplicity of 

consciousnesses, one that could not in principle be fitted within the boundaries 

of a single consciousness, one that is, so to speak, social by its very nature and 

full of event-potential, one that is born at a point of contact among various 

consciousnesses (1929:78 cited in and translated by Emerson 1985:70).  

                                                 
36 I understand that the name ‘Assyrian’ as a self-referential term for Suryoye is seen more as an ethnic than a 

linguistic category, which I discuss later in this chapter.  
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It is Bakhtin’s commitment to a creative, dialogic unity in contrast to a dictatorial, 

monologic unity that I am drawn to. And in dialogic anticipation of objections by some readers 

to the fact that I have failed to bring in every voice to an appropriate measure, I can say of this I 

am aware and am still learning. For much greater detail about the historical circumstances and 

narratives that have led up to the present-day chronotopic worldviews, I refer the reader once 

again to further works that undertake the topic of the Aramean/Assyrian name debate and its 

background in depth; in particular Atto (2011) and Cetrez (2012) but also Armbruster (2013), 

Bakker Kellogg (2015), and Brock (1996). 

 

Aramean or Assyrian? Chronotope of origin 

Ever since my parents settled in the Netherlands, I grew up with the ‘name 

question’ of ‘my people’ hovering in the background (Atto 2011: IX). 

 

As we discuss the linguistic culture of the Suryoye over tea, Malke, a Suryoyo 

businessman born in Europe and a polyglot fluent in Turoyo, elaborates on the costs of 

chronotopic dis-alignment, for which he uses the term ‘disturbing factors.’ I use bold type for 

emphasis in all examples.  

Example 2.1 

Well, we have to be honest here. It’s a political issue. So the disturbing factor 

here is – the name we give ourself. Assyrians, Arameans, or whatever, 

Chaldeans, whatever. So this is the disturbing factor here in the 

communication. And, uh… there is no will, that I can see right now, that 

people work together with the others. Because the philosophies are not one, 

and the goals are not one and… it’s hard to put them together.  

 

 Indeed, as Malke makes clear in Example 2.1, the issue of how the Suryoye identify 

themselves is political, and it is sensitive enough in certain contexts that, for example, to identify 

as Suryoyo and call oneself ‘Assyrian’ has been cause for excommunication in at least several 
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Syrian Orthodox churches in Sweden, violent political rallies that have led to the death by stick-

beating of an individual named Aslan Noyan in the Swedish city Botkyrka in 1980 (Atto 

2011:335), and the fire-bombing of a bishop’s house (Gaunt 2010). The following two 

declarations taken from websites representing the views through opposing chronotopic lenses 

illustrate the antagonism they each express toward the other.37 The first is by Augin Kurt 

Haninke, printed in the Assyrian International News Agency (2014).38 Note that ‘Assyrian’ here 

is presented as the default identity name (‘Assyrian people,’ bold type added for emphasis) and 

as ethnically neutral: 

The Syrian Orthodox church is split into rival factions. One wing is anti-

Assyrian and hides behind an ‘Aramean’ identity and has gained an increasing 

foothold in the church. The other faction rejects any ethnic imprint on the 

church, Aramean or Assyrian. A bitter feud over the new patriarch is 

expected…The actors in this power struggle are using the name conflict among 

the Assyrian people as an instrument of their power ambitions. 

    

The second is from the website of the World Council of Arameans (Syriacs).39 Note that in 

direct opposition to the quote above, ‘Assyrian’ below is the name enclosed in scare quotes. In 

neither case is the other identity accepted as legitimate: 

Any reference to ‘Assyrian’ for our language or people is, unquestionably we 

dare add, just plain wrong. There is not a reputable school worth her/his salt 

that would disagree on this point… One Harvard scholar, specialized in our 

modern history and well aware of the modern introduction of the re-

appropriated pre-Christian Assyrian identity that has been politicized by ardent 

nationalists after WWI, concluded about the ‘modern Assyrian’ identity/name 

that it became ‘inseparable from a whole bogus ethnology.’40  

 

                                                 
37 Though these quotes were from 2014, I found them to be well representative of views that I came across in my 

field research the following two years, views that have been established for decades.  
38 http://www.aina.org/releases/20140326225209.htm - also on the facebook page Furqono.com Accessed 8/6/19. 
39 http://www.wca-ngo.org/heritage/288-fact-sheet-sueryani-means-syrian-syriac-or-aramean-aramaic, Accessed 

8/6/19. 
40 See: http://www.jstor.org/pss/164760. Accessed 03/15/19. 

http://www.aina.org/releases/20140326225209.htm
http://www.wca-ngo.org/heritage/288-fact-sheet-sueryani-means-syrian-syriac-or-aramean-aramaic
http://www.jstor.org/pss/164760
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In Examples 2.2 and 2.3, I have selected the voices of two of my study participants as 

highly representative of each of the views. Malke takes a strong Aramean stance in Example 2.2, 

rejecting the term ‘Assyrian’ as relevant to his identity. He provides a rich account of his reasons 

for attempting to simplify as far as possible down to one name for his identity and his language: 

Example 2.2 

Well I don’t make it so complicated for myself. I make it very easy, so I 

always connect it with the word Aramean, Aramaic – this is the most easiest 

way for me to go through – and, it’s easier explaining to people 

outside…when I start to I have a whole story about the mixture of people 

in the Orient and during the period and who’ve conquered who and who 

slaughtered who. It’s a never-ending story and I just define for myself, make 

it simple for yourself. Make it simple for the people, and what we all know is 

that Jesus spoke Aramaic, and that, the language that we have spoke is a 

variation of that language though, so even – I know you can read Surayt 

sometimes, or you can read – people even use the wrong term ‘Assyrian’ 

language right now, or Neo-Aramaic, or whatever – OK – let them be, but, 

for the everyday issue, we have to find an everyday language and this makes it 

more simple to – to break it down to one wording. And what I find out in my 

life, and my word, it’s – for me it’s Aramaic. And I don’t have to discuss 

and always ask behind that. 

 

For contrast in Example 2.3, I bring in the voice of Gawriye, a member of the 

Assyrian Democratic Organization who provided me with his reasons for accepting the 

view of Assyrian as an ‘umbrella term’41 into which his Suryoyo identity also fits:  

Example 2.3 

  Now, bidna neḥki ˁan shī ismū luġa, fā hīya al-luġa as-suriyāniye. lish? lamā 

inḍhubiṭat minḥāṭet quāˀid ilha, bayn il-qarn at-tālet, rābˁia mīlādī w il-qarn 

as-sādis mīlādī, inḍhubiṭet quāˀid al-luġa as-suriyāniye. wa ˁaurifat wāqtha 

‘suriyāni’. halaˁ hīya ˁaṣla arāmi, hīya ˁaṣla ashuri, hīya ˁaṣla – uh, baqūl ana 

al-luġa as-suriyāniye hīya luġat ash-shaˁb, tabaˁ assyria…wa hādha nutq 

istakhdam min zamān, il-ḥarf il mismāri, u baˁdeyn istakhdam il-ḥarf il-arāmi. 

fa mumkin itkūni al-luġa al-arāmiya luġat al-qabāˁil al-arāmiya yilli ḥakimet 

fetra min fetrāt, nenawa u babel, tamām? 

                                                 
41 A phrase I learned from Önver Cetrez, 2015, personal communication. 
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   Now, if we want to talk about something called language, then it is the Suryani 

language. Why? When it developed it was given grammar rules, between the 

3rd, 4th century AD and the 6th century AD, the grammar of the Suryani 

language was standardized. And it was known at the time as ‘Suryani’.  Now 

its origin is Aramaic, its origin is Assyrian, its origin is – I say the Suryani 

language it is the language of the people belonging to Assyria…and this 

speech would use, from ancient days, the cuneiform alphabet, and later use the 

Aramaic alphabet. So it is possible that the Aramaic language is the language 

of the Aramean tribes that ruled from time to time over Nineveh and Babel, 

you see? 

 Malke, through his reference to the complex history of the power struggles involved in 

the name debate touches on the heart of dialogism, though he chooses to minimize his 

engagement with it. The “whole story about the mixture of people in the Orient…” refers to the 

historical events covered briefly in the previous chapter. When he calls it a “never ending story,” 

though referring to the countless narratives and counter narratives all with a multiplicity of 

interpretations, he puts his finger on the complexity of the dialogic process as described by 

Bakhtin (1986:170 cited in Bostad et al. 2) 

 … there are no limits to the dialogic context (it extends into the boundless past 

and the boundless future.) Even past meanings, that is, those born in the 

dialogue of past centuries, can never be stable (finalized, ended once and for 

all) – they will always change (be renewed) in the process of subsequent 

development of the dialogue.  

 

 Malke covers the basis for his decision to align with the Aramaic identity in the central 

sentence about Jesus speaking Aramaic. This is the cornerstone of the Aramaic lens of the Syrian 

Orthodox chronotope of origin. Aligning oneself as Aramean in the Syrian Orthodox context 

means aligning oneself with a sense that this linguistic connection with Jesus is not only the basis 

of one’s religion and one’s faith, but also the basis of one’s ethnicity as Suryoyo/Suryayto.  

 Gawriye’s statement treats the Assyrian Empire in its wide geographical extent as more 

salient to the selection of a name than Aramean, subsuming the name Aramaic as well as the 

tribes who brought it as a language to the Assyrians to the power and diversity of the Empire. 
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Most explicitly, he connects the Suryani language to the people of Assyria. By linking the 

Aramean tribes and the city of Nineveh (the political capital of the Assyrians) and Babel (the 

Arabic name for Babylon), Gawriye shows that the cornerstone of the Assyrian version of the 

Syrian Orthodox chronotope of origin is the Assyrian Empire in relation to its integration of 

Arameans. Aligning oneself as Assyrian in the Syrian Orthodox context means aligning oneself 

with a temporal sense one has a ‘direct’ lineage back to the Assyrian Empire (which maintained 

power from roughly from the 25th century BCE to the 7th century BCE).  

 For Assyrian websites that wish to follow the Assyrian calendar year, the date is now (in 

April 2019 CE) 6768, i.e. 2019 + 4751. Wilfred Alkhas, editor of Zinda magazine, the Assyrian 

magazine in Iraq, compares the Assyrian claim to two of the more prominent chronotopic 

calendar establishments in the world, thus relaying his cognizance of the ideological basis of all 

calendar origins. He substitutes the Aramaic name “Bet-Nahrain” (place of two rivers) for 

English ‘Mesopotamia’ when he shifts from the general idea of the birth of “civilization” to the 

more specific idea of the birth of “Assyrian Conscience”: 

Until the Vatican can provide solid proof that Jesus of Nazareth was born 

precisely 2001 years ago on December 25 and the Israeli Knesset can furnish 

evidence of Jewish Heritage in the year 3760 B.C., Zinda Magazine will 

continue to post the year 4750 B.C. as the beginning of "civilization" in 

Mesopotamia and the birth of "Assyrian Conscience" in Bet-Nahrain.42 

 

The previous chapter briefly covers the integration that the Arameans experienced at 

times within the Assyrian Empire. The Assyrians eventually made Aramean their own official 

language (Yildiz 2012:204). Yet the relationship between the identities was also fraught with 

conflict. Debié (2009:106) traces the source of the division back to the early documented history 

of the pre-Christian struggles between the Arameans and the Assyrians:  

                                                 
42 http://www.nineveh.com/Assyrian%20Calendar.html Accessed 07/06/19, or according to the Assyrian calendar, 6 

tammuz, 6769) 

http://www.nineveh.com/Assyrian%20Calendar.html
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Thus, being associated with the foreign territory of Atur, which belonged to the 

Persian Empire, the Assyrians personified the ever-hostile Persian neighbour. 

A sort of stereotypical enemy, presented in biblical terms as ‘the rod of 

[God’s] hand’ in all historical texts, the Assyrians were not ancestors of whom 

one could be proud. 

 

Such a conception of Assyrians is in stark contrast to the Assyrians I met in church in 

Tucson. Coming from Iraq, and some with family who had grown up in Iran, they were from the 

Church of the East, or Syrian Catholics, and in Tucson they worship sometimes with Protestants, 

and sometimes with Chaldean and Syrian Orthodox church communities traveling from Phoenix. 

These are Assyrians I had met before I had chosen my dissertation topic. I had heard of 

Assyrians living in Mardin, and met Assyrians in Damascus, and assumed that was the English 

way to say “Süryani.” I was so intrigued by the idea that they spoke Aramaic, and I didn’t think 

twice about the fact that they called it sometimes “Assyrian.” It seemed to me to be related to the 

word “Syria,” where I had also met Christians calling themselves ‘Assyrian,’ and attended an 

Assyrian church. 

I carried the view into the field with me, that my Assyrian friends in Tucson were 

Aramaic speakers like the Süryani community with whom I was interested in doing field 

research in Mardin. My first journey to Tur ‘Abdin from Mardin took place a couple of weeks 

before my short stay in one of the villages that I described in the previous chapter. The 

anthropologist Dr. Mark Soileau, a professor at Artüklü University in Mardin at the time, 

graciously brought me around to several of the villages to introduce me to Süryani friends of his. 

I brought with me my notebook of words I had gathered from my Assyrian friends, words like 

basimta (f) and baseema (m) for ‘thank you,’ lakhma for ‘bread’ and nīkha-nīkha for ‘slowly’. 

When I proceeded to attempt to demonstrate my meager knowledge of their language to my 

lunch hosts that day, they smiled in amusement and explained that that is how the others talk – 
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the Süryan in the East – and gave me new words to replace the ones I had written: tawdi ġalabe 

for ‘thank you very much,’ laḥmo for ‘bread’ and hedi-hedi for slowly.  

This differentiation was my introduction into the world of Neo-Aramaic variation. I 

followed through by researching the historical factors for my comprehensive examinations. 

Nevertheless, I found myself surprised and confused at the beginning of my fieldwork in 

Istanbul. I had understood the Aramean/Assyrian name debate to be a much more heated issue in 

Europe than in Turkey, but found that, apart from the historical breadth of the debate, the 

dynamics of Europe are also now integral to Suryoye in Turkey and Syria as well. 

My conception about Assyrians and Arameans, based on books and articles I had read 

about the name debate, was not completely off, except that I encountered many Syrian Orthodox 

(especially from Syria, but also from Tur ‘Abdin) who identified strongly with the Syrian 

Orthodox church, spoke Turoyo and still identified themselves as Assyrian. Understanding from 

books is, of course, not the same as lived experience with how the categorization process affects 

relationships. Nor had I read thoroughly enough, as I am constantly discovering. When I asked 

Suryoye about it, I ran into the ‘name conflict’ according to which worldview my interlocutor 

aligned with:  “The Assyrians are the madënhoye (the Christians of the East); the division is 

based on differences in language, land, history, politics, and religious denomination” (italics 

added for emphasis). In contrast: “We are all Assyrians, the original inhabitants of Mesopotamia, 

and we need to support each other.”  

For some, the definitions are based more on ideology, and for others, more on 

pragmatics. As an example, I submit from my field notes an occasion in which two Suryoye were 

arguing in a language mix of Turoyo, Kthobonoyo, and Turkish. The one holding the more  

ideological stance of the two was upset about a poster of a European Assyrian group that had 
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provided aid to the organization with which they were involved. After a bit of a historical tirade 

about why it was wrong to have this name ‘Assyrian’ up on the wall in this manner, the one 

holding the more pragmatic stance responded: “If you provide aid to this organization, I will put 

up a poster on the wall with your name on it.” 

Complicating the interpretation of the Assyrian ethnolinguistic designation, then, is the 

fact that two different identity constructs refer to “Assyrian,” one embedded within the other 

from the perspective of time, place and personhood. The broader definition is the “umbrella 

term” mentioned previously. ‘Assyrian’ as an umbrella term invokes a temporal range from the 

building of the first temple to Ashur in 4750 to the present, 43  and a spatial range that extends 

across the regions of Mesopotamia and the Fertile Crescent as homelands, and the Americas, 

Europe, and Australia as lands of the diaspora.  The term is inclusive to “…those who belong to 

other denominations than the Orthodox, such as Chaldeans, Yezidis and Mhalmoye, among 

others” (Cetrez 2012:228 citing Donabed and Mako 2009), although how inclusive the word 

should be has also been hotly debated (Atto 2011).   

Aryo Makko (2012:305) elucidates factors in the origin of this division: 

…Assyrian identity must not be equated with nationalist thought. A first 

change occurred when political activities based on [Western] nationalist ideas 

finally resulted in unified elite circles arguing in favor of secular identity. As a 

result, the term ‘Assyrian’ was used to designate two different things (and 

three different conceptions of identity) by 1914 at the latest: first a Christian 

sect (Jacobite or Nestorian), and second, a cross-denominational Western-style 

nation. Simply put, the Assyrian name could be used to express one’s self-

perception or to manifest a nationalist ideology. There was no imperative link 

between the two concepts and not every Assyrian was a nationalist. Instead, 

these two concepts have continued to exist side by side as the nationalist 

intelligentsia failed to establish its discourse as the exclusive narrative. 

 

 

                                                 
43 http://www.aina.org/articles/toah.htm  Accessed 07/05/19 

 

http://www.aina.org/articles/toah.htm
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 The difference between Makko’s explanation and some of the observations that I 

mentioned above is the concept that the narrower sphere of Assyrian identity is essentially 

restricted to the “Nestorians,” not the “Jacobites.” On a continuum from most inclusive to most 

exclusive, I have perceived during my research the following category boundaries for present-

day Assyrians: Any minority group (non-Sunni or Shiite Muslim) from the Mesopotamian 

region, any Mesopotamian Christian group, any Christian group speaking in the madënkhaya 

varieties of Neo-Aramaic, any of the former except Chaldeans, or only members of the Church 

of the East and their families (‘Nestorians’).  

Figure 4 shows the area of the Assyrian Empire essentially as it existed in 824 BCE. A 

Figure 4. Map of Aramean and Assyrian Homelands.44  

                                                 
44 https://www.themaparchive.com/the-assyrian-empire-c-824-bce.html  Accessed 8/12/19, liscense for permission 

to use in scholarly research: confirmation 100000951. 

https://www.themaparchive.com/the-assyrian-empire-c-824-bce.html
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look at it shows the justification for the distinction between ‘West’ for Aramaic and ‘East’ for 

Assyrian. The heartland, in blue, includes Nineveh. A large part of the upper portion of the 

region of Nineveh is indicated for the Proposed Assyrian Administrative Region as charted by 

the Assyrian International News Agency (AINA). 45   

 

Figure 5. Rough depiction of the regions of “Western Assyrians” (black shapes) and the 

“Eastern Assyrians” (dark grey shapes).46 

 

 In Figure 5, I have roughly drawn four shapes that correspond to an overall map on the 

AINA website in which similar shapes are connected to hyperlinks with more detailed maps of 

the villages in the region. The lighter-shaded shapes in Figure 5 indicate an estimation of the 

general territory of the main concentration of the villages of the narrower definition of Assyrians. 

The larger of the darker-shaded shapes indicates an estimation of the homelands of the Suryoye, 

                                                 
45 http://www.aina.org/maps/assyrianregion.htm Accessed 7/6/19. 

 
46 Basic map source: http://www.printfree.cn/free-printable-maps-middle-east-political-map-printables338 Accessed 

7/6/19. 

 

http://www.aina.org/maps/assyrianregion.htm
http://www.printfree.cn/free-printable-maps-middle-east-political-map-printables338
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and the smaller circle at the southwest of Syria shows roughly where the Aramaic speakers of 

Ma’loula are located. Because AINA follows the broader definition of Assyrian, the link for the 

Suryoye is labeled “Western Assyrians (Syriacs)”47 and the link for the narrower definition of 

Assyrians is labeled “Eastern Assyrians,”48 even though the western-most group of the Eastern 

Assyrian villages are located in Syria to the West of the Suryoye in Tur ‘Abdin in Turkey and al-

Hasakah province of Syria.  

In Table 2 (next page) I have laid out to the best of my interpretation the differences 

between the Aramaic and the two different Assyrian origin narratives, and the times, places, 

symbols and activities that are important to each, though again the actual relationships and 

interpretations formed by the Suroye themselves are much more dynamic than the table. I 

describe each row of Table 2 in the following sections (I do not describe here specific 

information for relationship to church or temporal focus, because I discuss these ideas 

extensively throughout the dissertation). 

 

Heartland, homeland, and other important locations of origin 

First, I will acknowledge that my decision to divide the idea of heartland from that of 

homeland is based on my understanding of the discourse that I have listened to and read about, 

not on any explicitly stated division that I have come across. I doubt, based on my observations, 

that all would agree exactly on the difference between these categories nor which location(s) 

they consist of (for example, I did not meet many of the Suryoye from Aleppo for whom Edessa 

as a memory is likely a heartland). Nevertheless, with overwhelming consistency I found Tur 

‘Abdin to be the at the center of the identity narrative of the Syrian Orthodox who align with the 

                                                 
47 http://www.aina.org/maps/western.htm Accessed 7/6/2019. 
48 http://www.aina.org/maps/assyrianmaps.htm Accessed 7/6/2019. 

 

http://www.aina.org/maps/western.htm
http://www.aina.org/maps/assyrianmaps.htm
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Table 2. Aramean and Assyrian Versions of the Syrian Orthodox Chronotope of Origin.  

 Aramean Assyrian (cross-

denominational) 

Assyrian 

(eastern) 

Heartland Tur ‘Abdin Nineveh Nineveh or Urmia 

Homeland Tur ‘Abdin, Qamishli Mesopotamia Northern Iraq, 

Northeastern Syria, 

Southeastern Turkey 

Iran  

Flag Gold winged sun disc 

on red background over 

4 stars 

(See Figure 6) 

Three rivers red, blue 

and white forming an X 

across the flag. Red 

winged sun disc with the 

figure of Ashur towards 

the top (See Figure 7) 

Same as cross-

denominational 

Important 

Places for 

Origin 

Narrative 

Bethlehem, Jerusalem, 

Antioch, Edessa, Tur 

‘Abdin 

Mesopotamia and the 

Fertile Crescent 

Bethlehem, Jerusalem, 

Antioch, Edessa, 

Northern Iraq, 

Northeastern Syria, 

Southeastern Turkey, 

Iran 

Temporal 

Focus of 

Origin 

Narrative 

Life of Christ, Early 

Founding of Church at 

Antioch 

Assyrian Empire Life of Christ, Early 

Founding of Church at 

Antioch (then varies 

according to 

denomination) 

Main Basis of 

Names 

Biblical names Biblical names, names 

related to Mesopotamian 

and Assyrian history 

Biblical names, names 

related to Mesopotamian 

and Assyrian history 

Relationship 

to Church 

Tendency to focus on 

religious identity, 

exclusion of non-

Christian religions  

Tendency to focus on 

secular identity, 

inclusion of non-

Christian religions 

Tendency to focus on 

religious identity, 

exclusion of non-

Christian religions  

Aramaic 

varieties 

Surayt/Turoyo/Suryoyo 

Western Syriac 

(ma‘erboyo) 

Western Neo-Aramaic 

(Ma‘loula) 

 

Surayt/Turoyo/Suryoyo 

Surith/Swedaya/Suryaya 

Eastern and Western 

Syriac (ma‘erboyo and 

madenkhaya) 

Surith/Swedaya/Suryaya 

Assyrian/Chaldean 

Eastern Syriac 

(madenkhaya) 

Music and 

Dance 

Tendency to accept 

only religious themes 

until more recently 

(1950 and later) 

Tendency to be most 

inclusive 

Tendency to accept 

popular music and 

romantic themes from 

an earlier stage  
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concept of being Aramean, and Nineveh to be central for those who align with being Assyrian. 

The Assyrian friends I know from Tucson who were born in or have ancestors from Urmia speak 

of it reverently, but distantly, though Assyrians still live there.  

 Apart from the centrality of Tur ‘Abdin to the Aramean narrative and Nineveh to the 

Assyrian cross-denominational narrative, there is not such a clean boundary. I have not yet met 

anyone aligning with either narrative who identifies as ethnically Suryoyo and does not have a  

familial/ancestral link to Tur ‘Abdin or at least to Mardin.  

Nineveh holds significance as the final capital of the Assyrian Empire before it collapsed 

in the year 612 BCE. The largest city in Nineveh province is Mosul. The map appears on the 

Bahro Suryoyo page, as well – which is a key website for the group who maintain the 

Aramaic/Syriac as opposed to the Assyrian narrative, showing that discourse about Nineveh can 

be viewed as a unifying project. 

Nineveh, the territory designated for a projected Assyrian nation-state follows the more 

secular narrative in the name debate. Atto (2011:543, Appendix 5) includes a version of a map of 

an extended Nineveh that was drawn up in 1919 as a proposed Assyro-Chaldean State by the 

Archbishop Ephrem Barsaum at the Paris Peace Conference, extending eastward slightly into 

Iran, westward into northeast Syria, and northward into Turkey including Tur ‘Abdin – i.e. 

covering the primary territories where Assyrian/Syriac communities continued to live centuries 

after the Assyrian Empire, with the main exception being Ma’loula and two other small villages 

near Damascus in the western part of Syria. However, Barsaum’s requests were not honored, and 

he spoke of the experience: “I felt as if I had delivered my speech to statues carved from stone” 

(Atto 2011:88). 
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Flags 

 Each of the ethnic identities is associated with its own flag. The standard Aramean flag is 

a golden winged sun disc on a red background (see Figure 6). The four stars at the base are  

said by some to represent the four rivers of paradise (as suggested to me by a study participant 

who could not identify a definite source). Another view was presented to me by a Suryoyo in 

Istanbul, from Tur ‘Abdin, a very pious man for whom the very idea of a political flag for the 

Suryoye is anathema. In his mind, rather, “our flag is the cross.” 

 

  

Figure 6. Aramean flag.  

 

 

Figure 7. Assyrian flag. 

The Assyrian flag (Figure 7) is a four-pointed star on a white background with red, white 

and blue waves intersecting through it, symbolizing the rivers of Mesopotamia. The red river is a 
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symbol of the Tigris, the blue the Euphrates, and the white the Zab (Zawa) river. In the top 

center of the rivers a figure of the God Ashur is represented as an archer within the winged sun 

disc.  

 The important distinctions between the two flags are that the head of the winged sun disc 

in the Aramean flag is represented by a flame rather than the head of a person, and that the 

Aramean flag does not have symbols that iconically resemble the rivers of Mesopotamia. If the 

stars on the Aramean flag indeed represent the four rivers of paradise, then I would be tempted to 

wonder if for some Suryoye the emphasis on the spiritual representation of paradise reflects the 

Aramean emphasis on the spiritual kingdom of the church while the iconic representation of the 

earthly rivers reflects the emphasis of the Assyrian origin story on earth, however I have yet to 

have this theory confirmed in any way. 

 Atto (2011) traces the history of the current Aramean (Syriac) flag in general to 1975, 

and in its current form to 1982, designed by man from Qamishli named Abdulmesih Hanna. She 

describes the symbolism (357):  

The Syrianska flag has been based on a relief which was excavated at Tell 

Halaf, Syria (see Illustration 15, right).703 It represents ‘Gilgamesh between 

Two Bull-men’ who supports a winged disk, representing the sun. In the 

Syrianska flag, the sun (as the symbol of the pagan god) is replaced by a flame 

which symbolizes the Holy Ghost…This change has transformed the identity 

of this symbol into a Christian one. The red background represents the blood 

spilled in the Seyfo during the First World War. Yellow was chosen to express 

the hope of achieving their own country. 
 

 Atto traces the current cross-denominational Assyrian flag design to 1974 (2011:311) and 

is based also on symbolism connected to Shamash, the Mesopotamian Sun God (represented by 

the gold circle in the middle of the four-pointed star). The inclusion of the Assyrian God Ashur 

at the top in the winged sun disc is a tribute to the ancient Assyrian King Sargon II, as this 
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symbol was part of his insignia. The blue four-pointed star is a symbol for happiness and 

tranquility. In Atto’s description (312), the iconic rivers symbolize desirable qualities: 

 The wavy stripes symbolize the three major rivers flowing through Assyria: 

the blue Euphrates denoting abundance; the white Zab in the middle portraying 

peace; and the Tigris coloured red representing Assyrian national pride. The 

stripes symbolize both the worldwide dispersion of Assyrians and express the 

hope of an eventual return to their homeland – represented by the centre of the 

star.  

 

 She notes that this flag lacks Christian symbolism entirely, most likely in order to hold to 

the cross-denominational identity of the most inclusive definition of Assyrian. Both these flags 

play a key role in events organized around group identity. Flags are printed as t-shirts, on 

buttons, imprinted into bodies as tattoos and other creative locations. A search online will yield 

multiple versions of each of the flags since the lack of an official State allows leeway to play 

with symbolic national representation.  

  

Name selection 

Personal names are in themselves a kind of invocation, therefore they often identify the 

chronotopic orientation of the namers.  In my experience with Suryoye, unsurprisingly, biblical 

names are most commonly selected for the children of those who align with the Aramean 

chronotopic perspective.  Correspondingly, for those who align with the Assyrian ‘umbrella 

term’ perspective, names denoting Assyrian toponyms such as Nahrin (the rivers which signify 

Mesopotamia), Ninve or Ninwe (Nineveh), or names that index royalty from the Assyrian 

Empire such as Sargon, and Shamiran/Shamiram are highly popular. Assyrians who identify 

solely or mainly with the denomination Church of the East or the Syrian Catholics tend, from 

what I have observed, to go either way. All groups may choose names from other influences 

including ancient Mesopotamian (such as Nisani), Arabic, Latin, French – perhaps anything so 
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long as it does not have strong Muslim connotations,49 although Turkish and Arabic names that 

may have moderately Muslim connotations have been popular in Muslim majority countries for 

the purpose of protection from discrimination. 

I have personally never met anyone named Nahrin who does not identify with the 

madënkhaya Assyrian perspective. I have never met anyone named Sargon who identifies 

strongly with the Aramean perspective. I cannot think of a name that those aligning with the 

Aramean perspective would use and those from any other perspective would not use, though I 

welcome future feedback on this topic from Suryoye.   

 

Aramaic language varieties 

 I wish here merely to write a clarification about the terms for ‘west’ and ‘east’ in the 

western and eastern Neo-Aramaic varieties to help prevent confusion. In Turoyo, (again, as the 

western-most of the eastern Neo-Aramaic varieties, according to general academic classification) 

the masculine form for the word ‘west’ is macërboyo, and for ‘east’ is madënhoyo. These terms 

are sometimes used as a simplification for either Turoyo (macërboyo) or any of the eastern 

colloquial varieties (madënhoye), as well as for the pronunciation of the much more uniform 

Classical Syriac (Kthobonoyo). The eastern varieties tend to use macërbaya for ‘west’ and 

madënxaya or madënhaya for ‘east’. I am sure there is more variation, but these are the terms I 

have encountered. I do not include here a list of names of the varieties because the topic is 

treated in such detail throughout the dissertation. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
49 Here I am talking about any of the Mesopotamian minority groups who have felt oppressed by Muslim policies. 

The Mhallami group, who identify as Muslims, would naturally have a different perspective. 
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Music and dance 

 

Due to differences in theological understandings and practices, the Assyrians have, at 

least until recently, been known to produce more innovative types of music and dance than the 

Suryoye. In his interview, Gawriye related the view that those who follow the Eastern tradition 

have a different relationship between the religious leaders and the people, which is echoed in the 

types of music that have been encouraged in the respective cultures – especially prior to the 

current century. Until recently, the Western (Suryoyo) tradition has held strictly that the purpose 

of music is to glorify God, and therefore to focus musical talent on anything other than the qole 

(religious hymns) is sacrilegious. The Eastern tradition – particularly that which Gawriye calls 

the Nestoroye (Nestorians, i.e. the Church of the East) on the other hand, has long held a place 

for popular music including on sensual themes such as physical beauty.  

Gawriye and a young, European-born šamošo (deacon) named Denho, in their separate 

interviews, both mentioned the same phenomenon in the field of dance. In Example 2.4, Denho 

explains that: 

Example 2.4 

…actually, this organization, Assyrian Democratic Organization, imported 

also the dances from East Syrian to the West…yeah, because, we didn’t have 

so many dances. And, for example, we have the shaxane, shaxane is, 

obviously, from East Aramaic, from East Syrian, so… Shaxane, Bagiyya, 

Arabiyya. 

 

I wondered if dances with a macerboyo identity also existed, parallel to the madënkhaya 

ones, to which he responded:  

Actually, I don’t know if we have dances that are really old, by the macerboye 

(the Westerners). I think, yeah, ‘u rakzo da katfofe’ – the Shoulder Dance. 

Shoulder Dance is typical…and the name is in Turoyo. That shows it. Because 

you have Hirse, Bagiyya, Shaxane, Arabiyya – all of them have names that are 

foreign – not from Turoyo. ‘U rakḏo da katfofe’50 seems to be a native – and 

                                                 
50 With a phonemic change from /z/ to /ḏ/ in rakḏo. 
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actually they call it u rakḏo d Miḏyaḏ, sometimes. They say ‘u rakdho d 

Miḏyaḏ yo…and, we call it also ‘u rakḏo da ṣowe’ [Dance of the Old People]. 

So, I think, it means that our ancestors were dancing it. 

 By giving it the name u raḏho d Miḏyaḏ, people tie the dance to the city of Miḏyaḏ 

(Midyat) that lies at the edge of Tur ‘Abdin. It appears to prove an exception to the austere and 

stoic lifestyle of the macërboye who have, at least in the past, allocated the sphere of music most 

prominently and publicly to the worship services.  

Bakker Kellogg (2015:434), through her research on the music of the Suryoye, locates 

the transformation that both Gawriye and Denho have touched on as having occurred in the mid- 

twentieth century. In the following paragraph, she describes two different geographically based 

developments of the musical style of the Suryoye (i.e. macërboye). The physical shift to Syria 

was where the greatest import of the musical practices of the madënkhaya neighbors affected the 

transformation of the church rules to allow for a wider variety: 

Of central importance among these migratory flows was the removal of the 

entire Suryoyo population of Urfa (Edessa) to the city of Aleppo in Syria 

during World War I. This refugee community preserved an elaborate style 

of liturgical singing revered throughout the diaspora for its perceived ancient 

authenticity and beauty (Loosley 2009). A parallel line of musical migration 

flowed across the Syrian–Turkish border from Tur ‘Abdin to Qamishli, which 

became the center of a movement to develop Syriac-language folk music in the 

1950s and 1960s, once the church began to permit the use of classical Syriac 

outside liturgical settings (Zeitoune 2007:24–36). 

 

 

Permeable chronotopic ‘boundaries’ 

 It is important to realize that these chronotopic conceptions have blurred boundaries and 

it is not always transparent to which set of views a given community member aligns. During the 

period of my fieldwork, I have encountered the situation multiple times in which one Suryoyo 

person has confided in me that another is, for example, “an Assyrian,” and has then, later, 

retracted that because they realized that only in some of their actions did they appear to fit into 
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the Assyrian chronotopic boundaries. I have also observed Suryoye telling other Suryoye to their 

consternation that they align differently to generic category name and variants of its subsets than 

they in fact do. 

To be a Suryoyo person who aligns with the Aramean chronotope, I would posit, is at 

some level to identify with the personhood mentioned in the previous chapter of the ascetic 

lifestyle of the inhabitants of Tur ‘Abdin. The concept of village life includes a pastoral sense of 

livelihood made from the land itself – if not necessarily for those living in the diaspora, even still 

for the notion of their ancestry. I have met many Aramean-aligning Suryoye who have no 

interest or relation to pastoral life themselves, but most of them have told me stories about past 

generations of their families in the rural context. I have also met Assyrian-aligning Suryoye who 

talk about their families living agriculturally-based lives in the villages of Tur ‘Abdin or 

elsewhere. The difference is not comprehensive, it is an area of overlap between two versions of 

the chronotope of origin of the Syrian Orthodox people as a distinct community and as a nation. 

However, the image of someone living a simple village farm life is part of the ‘personhood’ that 

directly indexes the heart of the Aramean identity narrative, while I understand it to be more of a 

secondary option for the Assyrian identity narrative.  

 The following example is the clearest demonstration I experienced personally of how 

such stance alignment affects personal interactions. While attending a conference for working on 

a Turoyo reinvigoration project, I spent a weekend at a Syrian Orthodox monastery. Suryoye 

came from around the world to participate in this event. When I asked one of the young women I 

met there, who was born in Europe but told me her parents were from Tur ‘Abdin, I asked her 

the standard question, “mayna qritho athi i ahlaydhax?” (From which village did your family 

come?) She declined to identify herself by a village which she had barely visited in her life. She 
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felt that with such a strong association to their villages, people were holding onto a past that 

wasn’t even relevant to them. Both Turoyo and Kthobonoyo are important to her. However, she 

felt that to attach too closely to a particular village could in fact be divisive.  

 Nevertheless, later into the evening when people were gathered in groups talking, singing 

Aramaic songs, poring over books together and sharing vocabulary and ideas, discussion of the 

name debate arose.  The same woman related a story about some Suryoyo acquaintances living 

in her country who were vehemently Aramean. They had been harshly asserting, in an openly 

pejorative way, that her participation in a project with people they knew as ‘Assyrian’ meant that 

she must also be an “Assyrian.” She resented the categorization (she aligned with the Aramean 

worldview though not so rigidly) and admitted that there were times when she would just like to 

go back to her parents’ village, even to milk a cow, to feel connected to her Aramean identity.  

 The difference between the lived experience of Suryoye in relation to these 

chronotopically transformed terms is evident in Example 2.5 by Barsomo, a young Suryoyo from 

Syria who identifies himself as ‘Assyrian.’ He has grown up in the northeast of Syria in a part of 

the Hasakah province where Turoyo is not generally spoken and knows only a few words of it. 

Note that in this passage, he distinguishes between ‘Aramaic,’ ‘Suryoyo,’ and ‘Assyrian.’ By this 

definition, he means ‘Aramaic’ as the language of what is known in academic tradition as the 

western most form Neo-Aramaic, based on Palestinian Aramaic. ‘Suryoyo’ is the language of the 

Syrian Orthodox speaking the western-most of the eastern Neo-Aramaic classification, and 

‘Assyrian’ represents the NENA varieties.  

Example 2.5 

Aramaic people live in Damascus, Saydnayah, and Ma’loula. Aramaic is older 

than the Assyrian language according to researchers on language history. Some 

letters and some words of Assyrian (al-lugha al-Asshuriya) language take on 

some Aramaic words. Aramaic is a brother language to Assyrian, but not 
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the same language. Now Aramaic is spoken in Ma’loula. Assyrian is a 

brother language to Suryoyo. It has a lot of the sound /kha/.  

 

 If one is speaking of the either the wider Assyrian version of the chronotope of origin, or 

the history of linguistic archaeological excavations, then his claim that ‘Aramaic is older than the 

Assyrian language’ would be false.  However, scholars do consider the western-most Neo-

Aramaic to be the most conservative of the varieties, making it logical to understand that by 

‘Assyrian,’ in fact he means present-day madënkhaya colloquial language, with its distinctive 

voiceless velar fricative [x], as opposed to madënhaya or madënhoyo. In Example 2.6 it is clear 

from context that he has changed chronotopic lenses and is using the term ‘Assyrian’ from its 

wider conception, and using it to distinguish colloquial Aramaic from Kthobonoyo: 

Example 2.6 

Some of the people know the prayers for the Sunday service, the ‘qudas’. 

Other people don’t. When the ‘Abuna’, the priest, talks with the people in 

Hasakah, he uses Arabic, but in Qamishli the Abuna is usually speaking all of 

that in Assyrian. The Assyrian language is older than the Arabic language. It 

is developing, all the time we mix it and mix it and mix it. The pure language 

of Suryoyo is Kthobonoyo, the language of the book. The native language, 

Assyrian, is a reality language. Arabic is also an old language. Quran 

language is not the same that we are using, it’s different from people talking 

in the street. 

 

 In this case, Barsomo is equating the term ‘Suryoyo’ with the liturgical language only, 

using the term ‘Assyrian’ to distinguish the colloquial (‘reality language’) from the liturgical 

(‘book language’) varieties, thus describing a parallel to the diglossic situation of Arabic. During 

my field research, I often encountered such switches in the chronotopic definitions of the terms 

laid out in Table 1 in the previous chapter, leading me to pay close attention to context. 

 For example, I was surprised at first to learn that in at least several of the monasteries 

both eastern and western varieties are taught – not only of the classical Syriac but also at least 

enough of colloquial Surith to speak with ‘the Assyrians’. Markos, for example, one of the 
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šamoše (deacons) whom I met in Istanbul relates how he learned “madënhoyo” when he was 

studying at a monastery, then for years didn’t use it and completely forgot. Later, after 

experience with Iraqi Christian refugees in Turkey whom he considers “gerçek Othuroye” ‘real 

Assyrians,’ he relearned it. The point of him telling me this in his interview was in part to 

acknowledge that to keep up with a language, of course you must use it, and for motivation you 

really need people with whom you can speak it. “Bu benim için büyük bir zenginliktir” (This is 

for me an enrichment), he said, affirming the value of the Assyrian heritage even if he does not 

identify with the name.  

A conversation with Denho helped me understand the complexity of notions of 

openness and inclusivity in the Aramean (western)/ Assyrian (eastern) context. In 

Example 2.7, he contemplated the idea that the Assyrian nationalism as an ‘umbrella 

term’ has a corresponding view of inclusivity:  

Example 2.7 

But in the Assyrian nationalism, like the Assyrian Democratic Organization, 

they have one principle, which is not written but everybody knows it, is that 

you have to learn both dialects, Eastern and Western. it’s a kind of unifying 

factor, if you can speak the language of the other. That’s one of the aspects I 

like in their ideology… The problem with the Aramean side is that they’re not 

open to the East Syrians. 

 

 I ask if it is the same reciprocally – is the East also closed to the West? 

I don’t know. I don’t know if the East is not open to the West. But, the parts of 

the people who are open, it’s mostly for ideology. Or some people just have to 

cohabitate, sometimes. Like, it happened in the region of the Khaburen.51 I 

think in that region the cooperation is quite good. But, except of that, I think 

the cooperation is not always – yeah, there is no real cooperation. 

 

                                                 
51 The Khabur River is a large tributary to the Euphrates located in northeast Syria around the region of al-Hasakah. 

Villages of Suryoye and villages of the madënhoyo Assyrians are located within close proximity to each other in this 

region. 
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 In Example 2.8, Denho discusses the political orientation of Suryoyo media channels, 

explaining that the division between them restricts the people whose views will be represented 

on them.  

Example 2.8 

One’s Suryoyo Sat, and the other is Suroyo TV. So, Suryoyo Sat is the 

Arameans’ one, Suroyo TV’s the dawronoyo one, and Assyria TV is the 

Assyrian one. Every TV has its political ideas. I know there is [also] an 

Assyrian television which is Ishtar TV… 

 Dawronoyo refers to the concept of revolution - dawro. Those who align with it can 

identify with either name. Importance is given to political power and the eventual re-

establishment of an Assyrian nation-state, ideally in Nineveh province. To achieve this aim, a 

Suryoyo acquaintance explained to me that dawronoye in Syria, for example, are willing to work 

with Kurdish fighters to help establish territory together. When I first heard the term, it was used 

by a Suryoyo man describing other Suryoye to me. I made the connection with the Arabic root d-

w-r ‘to turn’ (hence ‘revolution’) as related to the cyclical nature of time, because when I wanted 

to find the definition in the Syriac dictionary I found only ‘doronoyo’ translated as ‘modern’. I 

had assumed that ‘doronoyo’ was a slightly different pronunciation of the same word, and that it 

meant that people wanted to establish a ‘modern’ version of the Assyrian state.  In fact, the word 

for ‘modern’ and the word for ‘revolution’ are simply two variations on the root ‘to turn’, with a 

difference in vocalization. When I spoke with Suryoye (who happened to be aligned with the 

Aramean version of the origin chronotope) about my interpretation, in order to check it with 

them, the response was an expression of dissonance; for them it would not make sense to think of 

the ‘dawronoyo’ movement as ‘modern’. For them, it looked more like a desire to ‘return’ to a 

very ancient past.  
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 One of my study participants explained to me that the dawronoyo movement, in order to 

increase its numbers, had developed an ideology by which the name of the ethnicity should not 

matter. One strategy for this is to use the forward slash symbol: Assyrian/Syriac/Chaldeans (etc). 

When I asked what, then, would the state be called, should they achieve their goal, he answered 

“Assyrian, probably, maybe Assyrian/Syriac.” 

 Syriac, the English name of the liturgical language, has come to stand for the name of the 

people as well. The connotations of this word are variable, filtered through differing linguistic 

cultures across the diaspora. As mentioned in the previous chapter, in the context of English 

language discourse this is due to a determination to separate the Syrian Orthodox from Syrian 

Muslims, as in the Syriac Orthodox Archdiocese for the United States. In another context, it has 

become a means to challenge or evade the Aramean/Assyrian name debate, and, in a sense, 

merge the dis-aligned chronotopes by the move to a later historical anchor point, i.e. the spread 

of the Syriac language that became the shared liturgical language for all Christians with an 

Aramaic language identity.  The sense of Syriac as a ‘neutral’ term can itself be perceived 

through different evaluative lenses. In one German context, it is demanded as a condition of 

participation in an online community, as can be observed from the rules page of a former Syriac 

Internet Community YAUNO, meaning ‘peace dove’; a website (since deleted) that I discovered 

on the internet in 2014. The intent expressed is a will towards unity and peaceful relations under 

the term ‘Syriac.’ The capital letters emphasize the emotional level of the controversy. 

 Wir heißen YAUNO - The SYRIAC Community und NICHT ‘Aramaic’ und 

NICHT ‘Assyrian’.  [We are called YAUNO - The SYRIAC Community and 

NOT ‘Aramaic’ and NOT ‘Assyrian’].52 

 

                                                 
52 http://www.yauno.com/index.php?page=regeln [deleted material from an old website] Accessed April 2014. 

     The German is on the website, the English is my translation. 

http://www.yauno.com/index.php?page=regeln
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 The deleted YAUNO website that was used as a forum space for Suroye is currently a 

business website of the same name and web address, apparently an advertisement consulting 

company. A public Facebook site still exists,53 with the following statement located in its 

“About” section: “YAUNO is for the syriac people worldwide. Doesn't matter how they call 

themself: Suryoye, Süryani, Aramaic, Assyrian, Aramäer or Assyrer. It is important that they 

identify themself as ‘Syriac’ people.” 

 ‘Syriac’ as it is used in the YAUNO rules, is an effort to avoid any of the other 

chronotopic viewpoints. The decision to use the term ‘Syriac’ in English language discourse as a 

uniting term, then, in this context means to evaluate the name for the liturgical language as a 

shared and ‘neutral’ name, and to use the English language name when using English, as 

opposed to using the endonymic term ‘Suryoyo,’ or the Turkish/Arabic term ‘Süryani.’  

The Swedish context has a more bitter history, that has surely colored the development of 

the Yauno context. Atto (2011) relates the tension that occurred in the early 1980s when the 

Syrian Orthodox Church in Sweden felt threatened by the concept of Assyrian (Assyriska) versus 

Aramean (Arameiska) ethno-political identities in the diaspora. She writes of a declaration in 

1982 that was brought house to house to the congregation to sign their allegiance, essentially to 

the church, through the rejection of the terms Assyriska and Arameiska and the acceptance of the 

term Syriankst (Suryoye). She includes her translation in English of the original declaration in 

Swedish, in which the name terminology in italics is in the exact wording of the original. The 

following excerpt from her translation demonstrates the severity of the demand (2011:339): 

I accept the Patriarch of the Syriac Orthodox Church [Syrisk, in Swedish] 

as the principal leader of the church and the decision of the Syriac 

Orthodox Synod of 03-11-1981 and of 15-11-1981 which refuses and 

forbids the Syrianskt folk (Suryoye) any activity which might be organized 

under the designations Assyrier and Araméer. Herewith, I confirm by my 

                                                 
53 https://www.facebook.com/pg/YAUNO-62277241427/about/?ref=page_internal Accessed 8/6/19. 

https://www.facebook.com/pg/YAUNO-62277241427/about/?ref=page_internal
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signature that I do not belong to any of the above-mentioned Assyriska or 

Arameiska associations; or else I am aware that I can be excluded from the 

church for this reason and herewith lose my church membership… 

 

 In practice, excommunication meant that for anyone who refused to sign and obey the 

decree, “the newborn were refused baptism, engaged couples were refused the solemnization of 

their marriage, the dead were refused a funeral service, deacons were no longer allowed to assist 

at the altar and even attendance at church sermons was obstructed” (Atto 2011:339).  In other 

words, symbolically, disobedience on this linguistic point meant ‘death’ in the church 

community for the transgressor. Atto (2011:339) points out division the Church created by 

appropriation of the term ‘Syrisk’ (Syriac) for itself, while using ‘Syriansk’ (Suryoyo) for the 

congregation. This opposition highlights an “ethno-national character” (339) for the people 

(based on the Arabic/Turkish term Suryani) while leaving the church in an elevated position 

removed from ethno-national political struggles.  

 Though the threat of excommunication for use of a particular term no longer exists, to my 

knowledge, in any Syrian Orthodox community, echoes of past pain surface frequently in the 

discourse, leading to Malke’s diagnosis as “disturbances in the communication” which have 

damaging effects on collaborative efforts within the communities. This includes, naturally, the 

refusal to work together on language reinvigoration projects. One participant, a highly educated 

woman in Berlin, in her fifties, gave me precisely this reason for her own refusal to continue 

with such a kindergarten project she had formerly been engaged in, telling me of the 

“Verwundung” (wounding) caused in her view by Suryoye who identify themselves as Assyrian.  

 The most striking example of this chronotopic dis-alignment that I encountered occurred 

at an Aramaic symposium. A young Suryoyo man who grew up in Tur ‘Abdin approached a 

table where I was standing next to literature on a project for teaching Turoyo. He became excited 
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about the prospect and was already considering ways he could participate and lend his creative 

and energetic support. However first he wanted to make a call to a colleague to get his opinion. 

After forty-five minutes he returned, with a frown on his face and a closed demeanor, explaining 

that he did not feel free to have anything to do with the project after all, because he now 

considered it an ‘Assyrian’ project. In fact, the project never mentions the word ‘Assyrian,’ only 

‘Aramaic,’ but his colleague had associated it with people open to alignment with an Assyrian 

identity.   

 The next day I came across him again, and addressing me as an anthropologist, he 

projected that I might feel his behavior was a little extreme. He explained to me that in the days 

in which the Suryoye were concentrated in Tur ‘Abdin (before the Seyfo), the priests and the 

bishops merely had to jostle for degree of authority among themselves. Post-diaspora, they have 

had to negotiate for levels of authority in and amongst the communities into which the Suryoye 

newly settled, leading to divisions in identity constructs which became new fodder for power 

struggles. My interlocutor found that the danger of giving in to the ‘Assyrian’ identity was the 

danger of losing what he saw as the original identity of the Suryoye altogether. 

 

Liturgical and colloquial varieties 

According to Malke, the diglossic relationship between the ‘high’ Kthobonoyo (Classical 

Syriac) and the ‘low’ vernacular Turoyo is yet another main “disturbing factor” in Suryoyo 

communication. Kthobonoyo, the liturgical language, can be used as a bridge for communication 

between any of the Christians who speak Neo-Aramaic languages. The common perception 

conveyed by the Suryoye with whom I’ve interacted is that Kthobonoyo is the pure language 

indicating the roots of the community and its essence. It is the language of poetry incorporated 
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into liturgical hymns and the language of formal prayers; the language of the Christian ritual 

experienced by the Syrian Orthodox. 

 After conversion to Christianity under Abgar the Black (see Debié 2009 for discussion on 

this story), Edessa became an important source of liturgy and historiography in Syriac (Daniels 

& Bright 1996, Debié 2009). It is not surprising that the marriage of politics and religion caused 

the language of Edessa to become the primary literary language for Christian documents. As 

Gawriye succinctly expressed the relationship between language variety and power, “al-lahja 

tabˁa aṣ-ṣulta daˀiman hīya bətṣīr al-lugha al-fuṣḥa” (the dialect of the people in power always 

becomes the esteemed standardized language).  

The purpose of Kthobonoyo became to remain constant, not to change. In this sense, I 

claim that of the two varieties, Kthobonoyo holds a stronger degree of salience in the concept of 

time (the glorious past) for the Syrian Orthodox worldview. Though the evidence that follows 

presents a strong case that Turoyo as an independent variety is equally ‘old’ as Kthobonoyo, the 

prominent notion that I have consistently encountered is that Kthobonoyo is anchored to a 

desirable past while Turoyo, by continuing to move forward and develop in time with the lives of 

its speakers, represents a gradual decline into entropy. 

Kthobonoyo and Turoyo exist in tenuous harmony with each other in the Syrian 

Orthodox communities. A common stance among my study participants has been the expression 

of the desire to “return to” Kthobonoyo as the language most tightly tied to the church. For some, 

Turoyo is only an aberration of mixed languages that crept in due to the necessity of living with 

neighbors who have a history of persecuting the Syrian Orthodox based on their religion. Yet the 

idea that people would ‘return to’ a language in which they may barely know a few prayers as a 

primary language of communication is problematic. A rare number of people, only those who 
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have spent long training periods in monasteries or in a university setting, have learned to speak 

colloquially in Syriac in situations as routine as day to day home activities. In speaking with 

those who align with this view of Kthobonoyo, I have encountered the fear that to focus energy 

and attention on the standardization and transmission of Turoyo would actually lead to the 

eventual loss of Kthobonoyo as a vital language within the community.  

Elizabeth, a Suryayto with connections to both church and academy, sees them both as 

equally valuable and believes that learning one can support knowledge in the other, as she 

expresses in Example 2.9.  

Example 2.9 

They are two languages. One should not mix that up so much. People who 

don’t have the background should accept that they are two languages 

independent from each other, both Aramaic languages naturally, but Turoyo 

did not originate out of Kthobonoyo…and one should not say that if this 

language is developed, the other would be broken or lost.  

 

For transparency, my own stance reflects simultaneously the stance of Elizabeth, and 

paradoxically the following idea of Makoni and Pennycook (2006:28): 

If we can allow for ‘multiple, heterogenous and uneven temporalities and 

histories that the dominant historical narrative, often presenting itself as 

singular and linear, suppresses’ (Inoue 2004:2), it becomes possible 

conceptually to question the linearity at the heart of much historical linguistics 

and to see that time, like language, presents far more diverse ways of thinking 

about overlapping, translingual language uses. 

 

In other words, from a practical standpoint I see Kthobonoyo and Turoyo as two 

distinct although overlapping sign systems. Simultaneously, I see them both as two 

aspects of a larger pool of resources that can be used in relation to identity of the Syrian 

Orthodox, in the manner that Sarah Benor (2010) has written about as ‘ethnolinguistic 

repertoire,’ in, for example, Jewish communities in the United States.  
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 Fishman points out the linking of ‘purity’ to the sacred and eternal (2006:113), which is a 

valid lens for Kthobonoyo as a language of religion. Performance of the liturgy, in such a 

language, is of higher importance than the communication of ideas. Indeed, it is well known and 

was widely discussed among the Suryoye during my fieldwork that most church attendees do not 

fully understand the Syriac liturgy during services, just as it is not assumed that many Catholics 

who attend mass in Latin in fact fully understand it, nor that all Jews who worship in the temple 

understand Hebrew.  

 Markos, one of the rare people able to speak Kthobonoyo, bemoans this fact. He 

expresses the highest respect for Kthobonoyo as the gerçek ‘real’54 language, in addition to 

dismay that fewer know it and that he doesn’t know it as well as he wishes, because he perceives 

there are treasures and enlightenment that would come from knowing it more deeply. He sees 

Kthobonoyo as the knowledge inside something resembling a super computer, while Turoyo 

metaphorically resembles computers owned individually by each village, but all have access to 

the knowledge maintained by the central computer. Later he compares Kthobonoyo to pure, 

unadulterated gold in its natural form, whereas Turoyo is like melted gold that has been formed 

into a piece of jewelry, to which one will add an emerald, a ruby etc – but a thing that is 

different, a thing that is not gold, that he considers lesser in quality than gold. 

If Kthobonoyo specifies more strongly the narrative element of time, Turoyo is more 

anchored to the notion of a designated place as homeland. The result of centuries of religious, 

cultural and linguistic oppression in the homeland, followed by the consequential diaspora into 

Europe, Australia and the Americas, is a somewhat fragmented Turoyo that has drawn heavily 

                                                 
54 in Turkish 
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upon borrowings from different linguistic systems in order to adapt to multiple environments. 

Spreading across the world in this manner has aided in the survival of the language.   

Still, a mainstream folk view of Turoyo is that it is “not a normal” language, but rather a 

“chorba” (soup) that is polluted based on its acceptance of words from foreign languages, and 

deficient based on its divergence from the liturgical language. Yet the grammatical structures, 

the vocabulary and the pronunciation that the Suryoye who know Aramaic use to live out their 

daily lives fit under the rubric of Turoyo. As one participant in my study, Lahdo, born in 

Germany, pointed out, Turyoyo is, “also eigentlich die Sprache die unser Leben ausmacht” 

(actually the language which constitutes our life).  

In some communities, such as in Berlin, it is customary for priests and other clergy to 

possess the ability to read Kthobonoyo and at the same time to pronounce Turoyo out loud in a 

practice known as sharḥ, ‘elucidation.’ Accompanying this practice is the notion that Turoyo is 

valuable in and of itself, as a fabric of the Syrian Orthodox communities of Tur ‘Abdin. It 

signifies place in those communities in a manner for which Syriac lacks the semiotic elements, 

due to its relative anonymity (Woolard 2016) as an institutional unifier for not just the Syrian 

Orthodox, but those who could be grouped into the category commonly referred to in Germany 

as the ‘oriental churches’ (e.g. the Madënhoye, the Christians of Ma‘loula, and the Maronites). 

Denho, who in addition to his role as šamošo has also studied at university is fluent in 

Turoyo and well versed in Kthobonoyo. In Example 2.10, he describes the effects of speaking in 

Turoyo versus in Kthobonoyo:  

Example 2.10 

Turoyo is living. It has subtleties that Kthobonoyo doesn’t have anymore, and 

anyways we lost the spoken kthobonoyo, I mean when Classical Syriac or 

Syriac, the language of Edessa was spoken. So even if we take it back to the 

books and try to make something coherent with that…it still sounds old, and it 
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still sounds like we are talking like bishops, and – I don’t know, it has, it has 

a taste, because it’s the ancient language and so on. But, in one way, you 

cannot get close to somebody speaking Classical Syriac, which you can do 

with Turoyo. Do you know what I mean?  

 

 Joshua Fishman (2006) calls this dilemma of the liturgical versus the colloquial language 

the “purity vs. vernacularity” debate. He understands this dynamic as one axis of language 

policy, in which the notion of purity is tied to an ideological concept of a group, generally as 

distinguished from a competing group or groups which represent an actual or perceived threat. 

“The most objectionable enemy is the language of a serious opponent or rival, one that could do 

serious damage not only to language X per se but to the polity, culture, economy, and religion 

associated with it” (2006:27). In the case of the Suryoye, the threat exists on each of these levels 

from the languages Kurdish, Turkish, and Arabic. For those Syrian Orthodox communities living 

in the European/American/Australian diaspora, though they are not persecuted for their religion 

within these countries, they do form a small minority of the population. The official languages of 

the diaspora represent the threat of assimilation. The threat is perceived through the mixing that 

occurs in the non-standardized, living and active Turoyo, while the standardized Kthobonoyo has 

the feeling of a sanctuary. 

 Fishman (2006:111) depicts the ‘purity vs vernacularity’ debate as a binary opposition 

only to elucidate the polarity between the two ideologies relating to a speaker’s decision to 

prioritize standardization (purity) or adaptability to changing influences and circumstances 

(vernacularity). Speakers often find themselves caught between the two ideologies, expressing 

the value of one, for example, while caught in the necessity of practicing aspects of the other. 

Shamoun, another šamošo, en route from Syria to Sweden when I met him, expresses this 

tension in my interview with him. In a stance aligning with the idea that the only language of the 

two varieties with any importance is Kthobonoyo, and that the essence of Turoyo is nothing 
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greater than broken Kthobonoyo with foreignisms mixed in, he announces its erasure in an 

authoritative voice: 

Example 2.11 

 hūwe al-asās hūwe as-suryani al-kthobonoyo. mā fi shī ismu lūgha maḥkiya – 

b-suryāni. mā fi. bes niḥna dakhalna kalimāt gharībe ˁaleyhā ḍhimn 

əhtiyājātna. 

 

It, the foundation is Suryani Kthobonoyo, there is no such thing as colloquial 

language in Suryani. There is nothing. We have simply added words that are 

foreign to it [Kthobonoyo] during our need.  

 

However, Shamoun reverses his footing to point the other direction when it comes to 

the practical matter of communication. I include this example because it is illustrative of the 

genre of thought that craves the sense of purity (in the first quote) and is forced to navigate 

through day to day encounters with others in the language(s) in which shared communication can 

occur: 

Example 2.12 

halaˀ anti iza tlāqī shakhas taqdarī taḥkī maˁu, uh ‘pure’ suryān, ktīr imnīḥ. 

halaˀ, bəs bi niḥāya inti bidkī tawaṣṣilī fikra, yaˁni hūwa tawaṣṣul. fā, 

taḍhṭārī, dakhilī mūmkin kalimāt ˁarabī, mūmkin kalimāt turkī, mūmkin 

inglizī, mūmkin swedī – lə tawaṣṣili al-ghāya il asāsīyya, yilli hīya, innū, 

tawaṣṣilī al-fikra, w tifhamī, ṭaraf at-tāni eshwe. bi ḍhubt. 

Now if you meet a person who can speak with you, uh ‘pure’ Suryan, that’s 

great. Now, however at the end of the day what you want is to communicate 

an idea, meaning it [your desire] is communication. Therefore, you are forced 

to include maybe Arabic words, maybe Turkish words, maybe English, maybe 

Swedish – in order to reach the main goal, which is the communication of the 

idea, and to understand, what the other side is [the other person’s point]. 

Exactly.  

In a sense, there is no contradiction. By saying it’s great if someone can find a person 

with whom to speak “pure Suryan,” he leaves an open door in the direction of the ideal speaker-

listener situation, and he demonstrates what he means by “our need” which is to communicate. 



94 

 

He simply shifts his emphasis from the importance of purity to the importance of vernacularity. 

During other parts of our interview, Shamoun acknowledges the existence of a colloquial 

language, and states that it is easy to learn, that if one focuses on learning the liturgical language 

it would simply enhance the vernacular that is easily acquired on the street. At stake is the 

erasure of the value of Turoyo as a separate yet still vital system of signs for use in the 

construction of Suryoyo identity. 

 

Turoyo/Surayt/Suryoyo 

 The final set of oppositions which I will discuss as a subset of those that bear relation to 

the general state of chronotopic discordance among the Syrian Orthodox is the question of how 

actually to name the colloquial variety. As mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, this 

opposition is not experienced as particularly problematic by many of the Suryoye with whom 

I’ve spoken about it; they find it comfortable to use the different options according to context 

and according to the views of the people with whom they are speaking. Several have mentioned 

to me a preference for simply using the word ‘Aramaic’ with outsiders who are not likely to have 

any idea of what their inside terms mean. However, for others the ‘wrong’ use of a name again 

implies either a threat to identity or to prestige.  

 The view that is in favor from the perspective of ‘originality’ based on the longest 

temporal existence is that the language should be called ‘Surayt’ because the suffix -ayt 

corresponds to the adjective-forming suffix -oith in Kthobonoyo in regular distinction between 

the phonology of the two varieties. In casual conversations, I mainly heard the word ‘Surayt’ 

used to describe the language by people either from Tur ‘Abdin in the age range of sixty and 

above, their younger relatives (especially when conversing with them), and people committed to 

a quest for commonality between ‘Western’ and ‘Eastern’ speakers of Aramaic/Assyrian. The 
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public Facebook page called “What is it in Surayt/Surith,” that is devoted to the idea of creating 

a cross-linguistic forum for gathering lexemes across the eastern and western Neo-Aramaic 

varieties, is a prime example of the latter. 

 Turoyo is apparently a more recent designation popularized in academic discourse by the 

professor Otto Jastrow in his work on Turoyo language documentation (1992). During my pre-

dissertation research in Tur ‘Abdin in the summer of 2013, most of the Suryoye with whom I 

spoke called their colloquial language Turoyo, and the liturgical language both Suryoyo and 

Kthobonoyo. In the city of Midyat, at the edge of Tur ‘Abdin and located between Mardin and 

the villages, I met a man from Syria who called the colloquial language Suroyo and the liturgical 

language Kthobonoyo. In New Jersey the following summer and later in Europe I encountered 

the same naming practice by several Suryoye from Syria.  

 To my understanding the practice of naming both the colloquial and the liturgical 

language “Suryoyo” (with the distinction of using Kthobonoyo only to specify the ‘high’ 

language) emerged in Europe. It represents a loss of the morphological significance of ‘-ayt’ 

versus ‘-oyo’ as two different types of suffixes. Currently I have heard it used with no sense of 

ungrammaticality. I myself found it convenient for interviews, especially when I didn’t want to 

designate differences between the spoken and written language for people; I wanted to see how 

they perceive the dividing lines themselves. Not all Suryoye I worked with perceived this in the 

same way. Denho, for example, felt that using the endonym ‘Suryoyo’ while speaking in English 

was inappropriate “I would say Aramaic, sorry, I would not say Suryoyo, because I’m speaking 

in English … I don’t want to use an Aramaic word in English if I can use an English word, that’s 

the thing. So, I use Aramaic as, yeah, it’s a kind of fact of identity.” Further on in my interview 

with him, I caught myself reading my own questions for which I had used the term ‘Suryoyo.’ I 
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realize I should ask him if it’s better if I switch it to ‘Aramaic’ instead, and smiling, he 

responded “No no, you can say ‘Suryoyo’ but I will switch”. 

While initially researching attitudes about these names prior to my dissertation research, I 

came across a heated debate spanning from January 2006 to February 2008 on a Wikipedia entry 

entitled “Talk: Turoyo Language.”55  A key point of tension throughout this two-year Wikipedia 

argument is the question as to which sources are valid regarding the history of the language 

name. To establish source validity (or lack thereof), the commenters draw on arguments 

upholding or negating both the authority of their opponents in the debate and the authenticity of 

their knowledge. 

A commenter going by the name of Benne starts by suggesting the name “Tur ‘Abdin 

Neo-Aramaic” as a replacement for Turoyo, due to a potential negative connotation with the idea 

of ‘mountain language’ as a name. In support of this view, a commenter named Yohanun 

chooses to reject the idea of Turoyo as the academic term used to write about the language: 

I myself as a Syriac Orthodox Christian Assyrian who speak "Turoyo" am not 

proud over that my dialect/language is called "Turoyo" here, call it Modern 

western Syriac, Turoyo Neo-Aramaic, Suryåyå, Suråyå but not Turoyo as a 

lonely word meaning "mountain language". No Suryoyo would ever be proud 

to see this since we refer to Turoyo only orally. --Yohanun 21:44, 6 April 2007 

 

Again, the translation “mountain language” comes from Turo which means “mountain.” 

Indeed, the word Turoyo could be translated as ‘of the mountains’ or ‘mountainese.’  His 

description of this idea as ‘lonely’ refers iconically (Irvine and Gal:1995, Peirce 2000) to the 

remote quality of the villages of Tur ‘Abdin, thus implying a preference for a cosmopolitan 

identity. His response to not even wanting to see the word written since it is used only for 

                                                 
55 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Talk%3ATuroyo_language Accessed 03/04/19. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Talk%3ATuroyo_language
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speaking demonstrates an attachment to the diglossic separation of the colloquial and liturgical 

varieties. 

When Syriac scholar Gareth Hughes rejects the idea that there is “real evidence for 

negative connotations” in relation to the name ‘Turoyo,’ Benne responds “What do you mean by 

real evidence? Should I cite the Suryoye who’d prefer not to use the term? I've heard people 

from both Aramean and Assyrian sides state they'd rather not use the term Turoyo.” 

 In rejoinder to the initial 2006 article, another post by a commenter named “Alfa” brings 

in the name ‘Surayt’ as the correct term in opposition to Turoyo and Suryoyo: 

We assyrians from Tur'Abdin did never, never, never called our langauge 

turoyo, nor did we call it suryoyo back in the old days. We didn't even use the 

word turoyo about ourselves. It's something new we have started with during 

the last century, imported from the mardelli word turani/torani. Surayt is the 

historical name for this language. This article must be replaced under the name 

Surayt. My grandpa used to say Surayt all the time, not turoyo or suryoyo. 

//Alfa 

 

 It is here in Alfa’s comment that the time and space connotations of these words begin to 

emerge as they affect this discussion. Regarding the term ‘Surayt,’ he relies on the authority of 

his grandfather. Hughes emphasizes this time frame by explaining that “the problem with Surayt 

is that it is not often used by modern speakers to describe the language (yes, grandpas perhaps!)” 

Hughes also wrote in June 2006 that most speakers he had come across used the name Suryoyo. 

He finds that those few who speak Kthobonoyo are the ones who tend to call it Suryoyo and 

distinguish it from Turoyo.  

 Alfa, unsatisfied with Hughes’ answer, responded (still in 2006): 

It's still unfair. After all, Surayt is the real name of this language. Why 

Assyrians have begun to say Suryoyo is because of 20th century church-

politics. Many Assyrians (especially from Turkey) still feel it hard to say 

Suryoyo, it's like it doesn't come from the heart, a strange feeling describing 

something isn't like it should be. //Alfa.  
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His response illustrates the shift in perspective between the Suryoye who are living in 

Europe and those who are living in Turkey.  In fact, when I asked a young teenaged boy at a 

Syrian Orthodox church in Berlin “komejgholat Turoyo?” (do you speak Turoyo?) his response 

was “mënyo Turoyo?” (“What is Turoyo” he asked, in Turoyo.) 

Continuing in the two-year debate, in February of 2008, a commenter named “the TriZ” 

disagrees with Alfa’s assertation that Surayt is the best term for the language: “I am speaker of 

Turoyo, and i haven't heard anyone refer to the language as Surayt. We use the terms Suryoyo or 

turoyo.”  

 Another commenter called GawriyeAlucard connects both the idea of time: “way back 

when” and “Assyrians from the Church of the East” via a connection to the word “Suraya,” thus 

invoking the accusation of chronotopic discordance: 

Unbelievable. Surayt is the OLD NAME of the language. No one calls it 

Surayt today, that doesn't mean it wasn't called so way back when. What's your 

problem anyway with the language being called Surayt back in the days? Is it 

because it is connected to "Suraya", which is used by Assyrians from the 

Church of the East? — GawriyeAlucard (Discussion · contribs) 01:30, 3 

February 2008 (UTC) 

 

Here again the TriZ argues back, requesting more accurate sources:  

If no one calls it surayt, but the source your using is saying it is, then the 

source is clearly not reliable. Please do not use it, and remove the statement 

until you show a reliable source. 

 

A commenter who identifies as “Chaldean” enters the discussion at this point by de-

authenticizing the argument of ‘The TriZ’ based on European diaspora identity, saying that he 

hasn’t heard the name ‘Surayt’ for the language “…because you have never left Northern Europe 

in your entire life. How about expanding your horizon?” Chaldean (talk) 15:34, 4 February 2008 

(UTC). The TriZ fights back with the argument that someone with Chaldean identity doesn’t 

possess an authorized voice in the debate. “Chaldean, obviously you dont contribue in any 
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means, do ous all a favour and stop writing here…” The Triz (talk)17:08, 4 February 2008 

(UTC).  

GawriyeAlucard aims at the TriZ’s attempt to establish authority based on his identity as 

a speaker of Turoyo: “You don’t own the language because you speak it.”  In each of these 

examples based on the two-year controversial effort to locate a name for this language on 

Wikipedia, the appeal is to the authority of sources. In the end, Gareth Hughes (nicknamed 

‘Garzo’ by GawriyeAlucard in a manner that brings him closer to insider status among the 

Suryoye), who maintains a continuous academic stance, never using verbal attacks on any of the 

other participants in the conversation, cites a long paragraph on the etymology of the term 

‘Surayt’ from Aziz Tezel’s (2003:24 Note 13) Comparative Etymological Studies in the Western 

Neo-Syriac (Turoyo) Lexicon.56  

 

Chapter summary 

In this chapter I have attempted to demonstrate that conflicting valorizations of spacetime 

conceptualizations are affecting the personhood of the Suryoye…i.e. their ability to agree on the 

identity of an ethno-religious identity and its representative linguistic system(s).  Even when the 

members of the community perceive themselves as united under an ethno-religio-linguistic 

                                                 
56 The form ṣūrayt is probably a contraction of either sūryōʾīṯ (actual reading with the West Syrians sūryōyīṯ), that is, 

"in Syriac, Syriac", or *ṣūrōʾīṯ > ṣūrōyīṯ, that is, "in Christian Syriac", an adverbial formation from ṣūrōyo, 

"Christian Syrian" (then any Christian), which itself is to be connected with sūrōyō and sūryōʾō which is met already 

in CS. According to J. Payne Smith, the forms sūrōyō and sūryōʾō are unusual spellings of sūryōyō (J. Payne Smith, 

A Compendious Syriac Dictionary, Oxford 1903, p. 370; see also Thesaurus Syriacus, edited by R. Payne Smith, 

Hildesheim, New York, 1981 (Nachdruck der Ausgabe Oxford 1879-1901), col. 2585). In favour of a formation 

from *ṣūrōyīṯ speaks the occurrence of ṣ. Formally the term ṣūrayt is comparable to the term ṭāyayt, which was the 

name of Kurdish. The form ṭāyayt (for its existence see H. Ritter, Ṭūrōyo: Die Volksprache der syrischen Christen 

des Ṭūr ʿAbdîn, B: Wörterbuch, Beirut 1979, p. 537) is developed from ṭayōʾiṯ < ṭayyōʾīṯ, itself from ṭayōyōʾīṯ < 

ṭayyōyōʾīṯ (for the forms ṭayyōʾīṯ and ṭayyōyōʾīṯ see Payne Smith, op. cit. p. 171), actually "in the Arabic language of 

the tribe of Tay", an adverbial formation from ṭayōyō < ṭayyōyo, actually "an Arab of the tribe of Ṭay", then any 

"Arab, Moslem, Mohammedan" (for ṭayyōyō see Payne Smith, ibid. p. 172), which nowadays in WNS occurs only 

in the form ṭāyo denoting any "Moslem". The form ṭāyo is one of the interesting words demonstrating the 

haplological dissimilation. Knowing that there is a folk etymology associating it with the genuine WNS ṭaʿyo, "one 

in error", it should be emphasized that it has nothing to do with this word etymologically. 
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narrative, they find themselves often struggling to articulate the shifts in alignment that are 

causing the “disturbances in communication.”  The danger, as Malke puts it, lies in the potential 

loss of their identity altogether, through the inability of Suryoye to use it to communicate with 

each other. He considers language to be an essential link in the constitution of the Syrian 

Orthodox ethno-religio-linguistic identity: 

Language and heritage is very closely linked together. Language and identity’s 

very closely linked together. So – some people say our identity’s the church, I 

say, ‘Don’t be mad at me.’ I love the church…the church is very important for 

me. But [we] cannot connect identity and church with each other without the 

language. There is no Syrian Orthodox of Antiochia if everybody’s speaking 

Japanese! 
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CHAPTER 3. THE PRESERVATION AND TRANSMISSION OF PLACE THROUGH 

LANGUAGE 

And I tell you, my soul is telling me if I talk in Suryoyo I feel like home. We 

are homeless. But if I heard people speak Suryoyo, and I can talk to them with 

my mother language, I feel like I’m home. Our church is our home in this 

world, and our language. If we lose these both things, we lose everything what 

we have. Then we can be Chinese, we can be Spanish, we can be German…we 

can be everything because we get lost and we lost our identity. Very important, 

our churches – 2000 years our church has been alive against influences from 

outside, yeah? But now, in the freedom,57 fifty years in the freedom let us 

forget everything what 2000 years of history has kept – it’s very very sad if 

these fifty years of freedom let us forget everything what our church is fighting 

for.             

--Talitha (study participant) 

 

 I recall noticing once, as I stepped out of a taxi, a sign pointing in a direction labeled 

“Kadim Süryani Kilisesi.” However, due to a twist where the wires binding it to the post had 

been loosened, the sign was leading the seeker away from the ancient Syrian Orthodox church. 

The taxi driver had not wanted to stop there. “Orada dikkatlı olun,” he said. Be careful over 

there. In my experience, taxi drivers in Istanbul were fond of issuing warnings about the 

Tarlabaşı neighborhood where the church is located. Fortunately, I had been there many times 

before without ever noticing the sign, and therefore was never misled by it. I found my way 

down the narrow street under the colorful laundry strung above my head from upper windows, 

around the peeling buildings and the grocery store selling stale chocolates, to the stately yellow-

stone church. During the ten months in which I lived in Istanbul, the church building was  

consistently framed by a large construction crane, standing stalwart next to a gaping hole; a sign 

of the Tarlabaşı gentrification project.  

                                                 
57 By ‘freedom’ here Talitha is referring to life in Europe and other countries where, unlike in Turkey, they face no 

oppression for being Christian. 
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 Of the seven Syrian Orthodox churches in operation on the mainland of Istanbul, the 

Kadim Süryani Kilisesi is the only one in fact owned by the Syrian Orthodox community, and it 

is the headquarters and heart of the Istanbul/Ankara diocese. The stones of the Kadim Süryani 

Kilisesi are imported from Mardin. Located in a neighborhood once established for non-Muslim 

citizens of the Ottoman Empire, the church stands alone, well maintained, in a wide empty plot 

of dirt that resembles a parking lot. People who live in the neighborhood, many of them Kurds 

and Roma, know where the church is and can guide the rare visitors from outside of the 

community who don’t already know.  

 

Syrian Orthodox place and time 

In this chapter, in contrast to focusing on the broad historically mapped time-space 

identities as I did in the prior chapter, I explore what place-based identity means to the Suryoye 

and in what ways it is integral to their language. My focus in this chapter is place as it has been 

experienced (to some extent tangibly) by the participants in this study or by the family members 

who have been influential in their lives. I have chosen to view the broader, more abstract 

mapping of time and space onto current identity narratives in the previous chapter from a 

chronotopic lens that contrasts and interacts with the comparatively tangible narratives of place-

based identity in the current context of homeland and diaspora. In the prior chapter, I understand 

the range of space-based identity to be restricted to notions of Mesopotamia and the Fertile 

Crescent, whereas the scope of time-based identity extends from either the fifth century BCE or 

from the origins of the first church to the mid-nineteenth century. In this chapter, I look at place-

based identity among the Suryoye that incorporates the current Suryoyo homelands and extends 

throughout the world-wide diaspora. I consider time-based identity only as it progresses from the 
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living memory of Suryoye alive today including narratives they heard directly from relatives 

alive during their lifetimes, i.e. the end of the nineteenth century to the present. 

In examining the place-based narratives in this chapter, I consider the following lines of 

inquiry:  to what extent is language capable of recreating ‘place’ in multiple spaces, hence 

carrying it forward in time? To what extent, for the Syrian Orthodox, is place dependent on 

specific geographical location, or on reenactment of ritual, or on linguistic identification? I 

endeavor to understand how the participants in my study negotiate place through language as 

they come to terms with the gap between the political-geographical situation in the world today 

and their ideals. I would claim that the identity of the Suryoye in relation to place is based on two 

ideas; not separate, but intertwined – physical location here on this earth, and the place of the 

spirit and soul. Mobility, too, can highlight the importance of place; I illustrate the process of re-

mapping linguistic cultures that has occurred in the diaspora as families and neighbors remain 

clustered together and language bonds stretch across space.  

For a people whose community-based identity has been so spread out through the world 

during such an extended temporal trajectory, I examine place less in relation to specific 

landscapes and physical locations imbued with meaning, in the sense that Keith Basso does with 

the Apache (1996), or as linguistic landscape through use of signs (Remlinger 2018) or 

ideophones (Gillig 2018) because the way that the Suryoye relate to place is not dependent on 

one general landscape. Rather, I focus primarily on the metaphorical sense of place that helps 

link the Suryoye to their shared identity and find themselves at home across a vast range of 

geographical space.  
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Ethnographer’s orientation 

 The first time I attended prayers at the Tarlabaşı church was on a Wednesday evening in 

summer, 2015.  My Armenian friend, her Süryani husband, their young child and I were the only 

people in attendance. Since there were so few of us we sat all together in the second to front pew 

on the lefthand side. The prayers were performed by a priest, a šamošo, and two šamšonotho 

(deaconesses). Later I learned that apart from holidays, as well as the weeks leading up to 

Christmas and Easter, few Suryoye attend the weekday evening prayers. Moreover, in summer 

the Istanbul Suryoyo elite hold their services on churches on several of the islands.  

 A few weeks later I attended the Syrian Orthodox service that takes place in the French 

Catholic Église de l’Assomption in the Moda neighborhood of the cosmopolitan Kadiköy district 

of Turkey (coincidentally the area known as Chalcedon in the year 451). I arrived promptly at 

8:00 on a Sunday morning. The priest was performing the prayers alongside several šamoše, and 

only one man was in attendance, sitting in the front pew on the lefthand side. Since it was still 

summer, I thought maybe there really were so few Suryoye attending the churches in the city. I 

sat in the pew behind the man, so we would not be too spread out. Gradually more of the 

congregation began to enter the church and find places. At 9:00, when the actual church service 

started following the initial prayers, many people started to fill in the pews. On the righthand side 

all women, and on the lefthand side all men. I felt frozen and did not want to make matters worse 

by getting up and walking to the women’s side in the middle of the service, so I stayed on the 

side with men until the end. Nobody said anything about it though people looked at me 

curiously. Later I attended the coffee hour and started talking to some women and they said it 

was OK, it was not a bad mistake, they just figured I was a tourist in Turkey with an interest in 

their church. 
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 Indeed, I was never mistaken for a Suryayto. But would the Suryoye in Turkey stand out 

as they walk to the churches in Istanbul to gather? Maybe, for those who know what to look for. 

The men will be beardless, except for the clergy, and their hair will not be long, though maybe 

longer at the top than the sides. The women’s hair will be long, especially that of the younger 

ones. It will be well brushed, shiny, or covered. The men and even the boys may be wearing 

suits, or jeans, but clothes will be clean, in good condition. The women will be wearing dresses, 

skirts, or dress pants. Skirts and dresses will be below the knees, and blouses will be modest. 

Usually a cross is worn as a necklace by both women and men, but often tucked into the inside of 

the clothing. Black is a common color, especially because on many days the death of someone in 

the community is commemorated. Older women in particular may keep their white or black lace 

headscarves on during the walk to and from the church. Just as the church, the Kadim Süryani 

Kilisesi, blends in to the textures of Tarlabaşı at the same time it stands apart, so too do the 

Suryoye blend in to Istanbul life while maintaining their group identity.  

 In contrast to my experiences in Istanbul in the Tarlabaşı church and even more so in the 

church in Moda, the first time I walked into a Syrian Orthodox church in Berlin, I felt that I 

should have been wearing a headscarf. With at most two or three exceptions, every woman 

maybe thirty and up was wearing a black, white, or black and white lace head covering. Even 

many of the younger women were wearing them. In comparison to the colorful clothing and hair 

in the Istanbul churches, it looked like a sea of black. In Istanbul mostly those with silver, grey 

or white hair and the very pious were the ones wearing headscarves other than for Holy 

Communion, where a basket commonly is placed containing lace scarves to put on in the line to 

receive the bread of communion (or in some cases women quickly pass their scarves from one to 

the next).  
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It was a surprise to me that in the Berlin churches more women tended to wear 

headscarves than in Istanbul, and it was a surprise as well that more people tended to speak in 

Turoyo and more of the services were held in Turoyo. The day I first visited the church in Berlin, 

a woman came in late with her young daughter, and they sat down next to me in the pew farthest 

back on the women’s side. I moved my purse so the daughter, a dark curly-haired girl of about 

five, could have more room. She looked at me with solemn dark eyes and said “Tawdi” (Thank 

you). In Istanbul I had experienced Suryoyo children speaking to me in Turkish, Arabic, and 

English upon meeting me, but never Turoyo unless they got to know me.  

 All the Suryoye whom I asked, concurred with me about the observation that in general 

the churches in Germany were more conservative than those in Istanbul and more protective of 

the colloquial language. Over time I gathered the understanding that this pattern is complex but 

related to the process of assimilation in the European environment which explicitly oppresses 

neither the language nor the religious identity. Furthermore, the distance that Suryoye travelled 

to create new congregations in Europe influenced the level of pressure to maintain both language 

and traditional practice while Suryoye in Istanbul could feel that they are at least still in the same 

country as their kinfolk in Tur ‘Abdin. By no means does this general pattern apply to all 

members of any of the Syrian Orthodox congregations, and at the same time, as would be 

expected, each congregation within each country has its own characteristics by which people 

typify it, such as: “more open to strangers,” “more Syrians go there so Arabic is spoken more 

during the service,” “more of the people actually speak Turoyo,” “more aligned with the 

dawronoye.”58  

                                                 
58 See Chapter 2 (p.83.) 
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The notion of place for the Suryoye is elementally linked to the life of the church. “Awal 

suˁal yasˁilūha as-suryāniyīn ˁandama yūṣəlū mədīne jdīde mitl Istānbul hua ‘wayn il-kənāˁis as-

suryānīye-l-orthodoksīye?’”  (The first question that the Suryoye ask when they arrive in a new 

city like Istanbul is ‘where are the Syrian Orthodox churches’?) One of my study participants, 

Yousef, from Syria living in Istanbul only until he could make it to Europe, explained this 

relationship to me in the context of the importance of the church life to the Syrian Orthodox. Of 

course, on the one hand a church invites community, and the strongest way for any religious 

community to recreate a sense of place where they belong in a strange space is to gather at a 

center of worship. Certainly, there are other forms of community in which Suryoye take part 

connected to their identity as Suryoye – notably football (soccer), other sports activities, card 

games, politically oriented gatherings, and language maintenance activities.59 However, I found 

that the strongest centripetal force by far among these activities for the Suryoye as Suryoye is the 

church.   

 

Place carried by religious ritual 

 “As one enters a Syriac Church the smell of the incense, the heavenly beauty of the 

Orthodox faith and the presence of the Holy Spirit and God surround our heart and soul.”60 In the 

issue of Kifå magazine entitled “Female,” this article on the role of women in the Syrian 

Orthodox Church begins with a reference to the incense (frankincense) as the first sensory sign 

by which the Suryoye recognize they have arrived in church.   

                                                 
59 I mention these activities on the basis that these were the types of non-church activities that I observed or heard 

about Suryoye gathering together specifically to be together as community. 
60 Patricia Allaf. 2010. “From Sunday to Sunday”. Kifå: Female. Issue 9, 14-19. Page 16. Kifå magazine is a 

publication by Suryoye for Suryoye with all articles in English, German, and sometimes Swedish. 
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 During a Syrian Orthodox service, the scent of the frankincense (lvūntho) 61 is as vital as 

the qole for ensuring the complete experience of worship. Studies on scent and memory 

demonstrate a stronger effect on the memory of emotions than of facts (Holloway 1999). 

Therefore, the incense resonates on a deep, quiet, emotional level. One Suryoyo friend has 

shared with me that he brings a small package of frankincense with him whenever he travels, and 

lights it in hotels where he is staying to create a sense of home.  

The sense of ‘home’ is also relayed strongly through sound. Even the written language, 

Kthobonoyo, holds the greatest magnetism for the hearts of the people in the chanted musical 

form of the liturgy in practice. The chanted liturgical ritual is aptly named qole, which can mean 

sound, voice, melody, and hymn. The qole are the voiced prayers that fit into melodies according 

to a mathematically devised pattern of modes to guide the emotions for each week of an eternally 

repeating Passion Week.62 In a Syrian Orthodox worship service, the qole are the backbone of 

the worship service itself, and little occurs that does not highlight or accompany the qole. 

Tala Jarjour, an ethnomusicologist who is herself a Christian from Syria with Suryani 

ethnic roots (2018:29), calls the Suryani “a people who live on through their eternal sounds.” 

Jarjour devotes a chapter in her ethnography of chant in Aleppo to “Suryaniness.” She describes 

the interconnection of the ethnic, religious and linguistic identities as:  

 …first…an ethnic form of spirituality that is rooted in the physical and 

metaphysical manifestations of place and language; second, as an unyielding 

claim to a perceived original location in history that continuously casts 

contemporary musical choices in the light of inherited sacredness (2018:105). 

 

                                                 
61 According to the theologian and scholar Mushe bar Kifo (d. 903), Frankincense (lvūntho) is used because it was 

offered [sacrificially] to Christ. (In: Fushoq Roz Qurbono d’Mushe bar Kifo. [Exegesis of the Secret of the Sacrifice 

by Moses bar Kifo] published in 2004 at the Mor Ephrem monastery in the Netherlands.) 
62 For an excellent description of the complex structure of the Syriac liturgy, see The Syriac Hymnal (Zmirotho d’ito 

b-Noṭa) by Gabriel Aydin, and for two vivid studies on the role of the qole in the lives of the Suryoye, see Bakker 

Kellogg (2015): Ritual sounds, political echoes: Vocal agency and the sensory cultures of secularism in the Dutch 

Syriac diaspora and Jarjour (2018): Sense and Sadness: Syriac Chant in Aleppo. 
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From the inception of the church, the qole (most likely having developed initially as 

adaptations from Jewish traditional chants) have been orally transmitted from one generation to 

the next. Gabriel Aydin, who has recently accomplished the monumental work of collecting and 

publishing “the first official hymnal of the rite of the Syriac Orthodox Church of Antioch,”63 

mentions that evidence of Syriac musical notation in written format is rare. The name for The 

Syriac Hymnal in Syriac is the Zmirotho d’ito b-Noṭa which means essentially ‘the hymns of the 

church in notation.’ In English, the idea of adding the words “in notation” to a hymnal seems 

redundant. However, the very choice to include it in the Syriac is a testimony to the remarkable 

nature of the practice.  

The qole themselves, though one can hear influence and inspiration in them from the 

musical tradition of the neighboring cultures, maintain unique qualities that preserve a specific 

Syriac sound. These include the characteristics that color the eight modes (tmoné qinotho), the 

melodic progressions, multiple varying rhythms within a single piece, and the “micro tonality of 

a fractional flat or sharp in various degrees” (Aydin 2017:xxii), which can be clearly 

distinguished from the quarter-tone system for which music in the region is widely recognized. 

These two attributes – the tradition of oral transference and the unique sound quality – add to the 

significance of sound for the Suryoye in their establishment of place in the worship service.     

 

Linguistic divisions of place-based identity: ‘Turkish’ and ‘Arabic’ Suryoye  

 Aydin draws a contrast between the chant traditions of Tur ‘Abdin and Urhoy (the 

Suryoye who are now situated in Aleppo, Syria). He describes the Urhoy tradition that travelled 

to Syria and Lebanon as “musically elaborated and embellished” (2017:xxix), and ascribes these 

qualities to the cosmopolitan nature of Urhoy, and the corresponding influences from 

                                                 
63 http://persecutedchurchproject.com/partners/gabriel-aydin/ Accessed 3/12/19 

http://persecutedchurchproject.com/partners/gabriel-aydin/
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neighboring cultures. To the Tur ‘Abdin school, on the other hand, he attributes “simplicity and 

antiquity” that reflect the isolation of monasteries and rural life. Bakker Kellogg portrays the 

melodic interpretation of Tur ‘Abdin as possessing the following connotations:  

…plain and unadorned, with a low pitch, heavy, unmodulated expression, and 

wide, imprecise tuning. The simplicity and difficulty of farm life in the 

mountains echo, singers say, in the simple and rough sound of their voices 

(2015:435). 

 

Not only in the qole are such iconic associations made with the voices of Tur ‘Abdin. I 

observed time and again a quiet pride in the ‘coarseness’ (kabalık in Turkish) of the speech of 

the people from this region; blunt, honest, physically a rough-edged sound, and described as 

masculine. When I have attended gatherings, ceremonies, or meetings in which priests and 

bishops from multiple regions were present making speeches, my Suryoye friends have pointed 

out the difference to me with delight. This happened in more than one city and more than one 

country, with completely different groups of people; the pride in the distinct vocal quality of Tur 

‘Abdin emerged as a pattern.  

In response to an assignment given to me by my language teacher, to ask ten Suryoye 

where they would locate the purest Turoyo, one Suryoyo from Tur ‘Abdin described his 

preferred choice (a village apart from his own) as purest based on its very roughness – lower 

than slang, even crude, but honest. “Fī mux jabal,” he elaborated in Arabic, in a voice that 

brought to my mind an image of petrified wood, “mux hajar” (in English: there is a mind of the 

mountain, a stone mind). He implied that he meant this as an iconic quality that enchanted him, 

which at the same time represented both strength and stability as well as a difficulty that could be 

faced as stubbornness and a deeply conservative mindset.  

In contrast, when I spoke in Istanbul with a young polyglot Syrian girl from a city not far 

from Aleppo about her experiences living in Tur ‘Abdin and learning both Turoyo and 
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Kthobonoyo at the Mor Barsaumo church in Midyat, I found that her characterization of the 

voices in Midyat (in Suryoyo, Arabic, and Turkish) was that yes, they were masculine, and 

rough, but to her ear, less pleasant and less musical than the Suryoyo and Arabic of Aleppo, and 

the Turkish of Istanbul. “Even the women sound like men!” she exclaimed. “They sound like 

they are preparing to fight.”  I consistently encountered the tendency to characterize the 

‘masculine’ and ‘rough’ qualities of the voices of the Suryoye in Turkey in comparison with the 

more ‘melodic,’ ‘feminine,’ and ‘fine’ qualities of the voices of the Suryoye in Syria. However, I 

did not find that the evaluation of qualities as more or less desirable was limited to people 

preferring the qualities that fit into their own concept of home. For example, one Suryayto from 

the Hasakah region of Syria explained to me, laughingly but in earnest, that she was surprised 

she had chosen a husband from Qamishli (northeast Syria), who spoke Suryoyo but with a 

relatively feminine vocal quality, instead of from the more masculine sounding voices of Tur 

‘Abdin for which she had more admiration.  

 My experiences in Mardin and Tur ‘Abdin in the summer of 2013 had made me aware of 

the two groups of Suryoye living an hour or two apart – Arabic-speaking Suryoye in Mardin and 

Turoyo-speaking Suryoye in Tur ‘Abdin. Not until I moved to Istanbul for my fieldwork, 

however, did I understand that Arabic-speaking Suryoye in Syria, though deeply connected to 

those in Turkey through a kinship network, have developed both linguistic and cultural 

distinctions that arose frequently in discourse. These differences become, naturally, more 

pronounced when the groups are interacting in the same church communities. The notion of 

homeland and diaspora is also complicated in this case because for the Suryoye living in 

northeast Syria, Turkey (Tur ‘Abdin) was homeland, and Syria was an early stop in the diaspora 

(which was also intended to be more temporary than it evolved). Lately, the Suryoye migrating 
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from the northeast of Syria due to war-based oppression have often stopped in Turkey on their 

way to establish themselves in diaspora networks farther abroad.  

 Language becomes iconic of the locations as the communities evolve, and connections 

between them are sometimes lost and forgotten, cloaked in a new language of “difference.” I 

often heard discourse about the differences between the Suryoye from Turkey and those from 

Syria, from the obvious linguistic variation as to which contact language most influenced their 

Turoyo to discussions on who were more likely to fast the full 50 days before Easter (the Turkish 

Suryoye) and who were more likely to dance and sing at a church party (the Syrian Suryoye). 

Syrian Suryoye in Europe expressed to me feelings of exclusion during church social activities 

from the Turkish Suryoye who had migrated and settled decades earlier. Turkish Suryoye in 

Istanbul expressed to me disapproval of the lifestyle of the Syrian Suryoye – sleeping too late, 

low church attendance, and decisions not to fast were the main complaints. I bring up these 

stereotypes not as ubiquitous, but as the most common pattern of discourse, in which the 

Suryoye from Tur ‘Abdin were known as more conservative than the Suryoye from Syria 

(although the latter generally also had family origin connections to Tur ‘Abdin or were even born 

there themselves).  

   The most surprising instance of this estrangement that I encountered was when I was 

talking with a Suryoyo from Tur ‘Abdin about a Suryoyo from Qamishli who is esteemed for his 

knowledge of Kthobonoyo and Turoyo. The man from Tur ‘Abdin had consistently expressed 

pride in the language of his own village, and in this conversation conveyed skepticism regarding 

the ‘purity’ of the language that would come from Qamishli. A few days later, in a conversation 

with the man from Qamishli, I discovered that he came from the exact village of the man from 
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Tur ‘Abdin, a fact which I confess that I later shared with the Tur ‘Abdinian with relish, to a 

chagrined “eh yaaw!” (In somewhat dated colloquial English I could translate this to “oh, snap!”) 

 

Questioning the links between language, ethnicity, religion and place 

Example 3.1, an excerpt from my interview with Denho provides an illustration of the 

tensions inherent between the Suryoye from Syria and from Turkey in Europe. Denho considers 

Aramaic his most important mother tongue, but due to a general interest in languages, has also 

learned Arabic. 

Example 3.1 

1 You know, since I learned Arabic at the University, I like sometimes to sing in Arabic.  

2 There is one chant at the church that I like to sing in Arabic sometimes … 

 

 “Which one,” I wonder. “fal nuṣaˁid at-tasābīḥ” (let us raise the praises), he answers. At 

this point I request him to sing it, if he is not too shy (since we are in a restaurant) though it is 

doubtful anyone would hear since music is playing and we chose a table rather distant from other 

diners. He sings it beautifully, ending, as the genre prescribes, in the drawn-out Syriac “ḥūs ṭo-o-

ob-o w ethraḥa-a -a-am ˁaleyn”64 (oh Good One, have compassion and mercy on us) then he 

continues to tell me: 

3      ...but I always have different reactions to that.  

4      Like, you have some people saying ‘Yeah, we’re not in the mosque’ – first,  

5   then ‘yeah...why are you singing in Arabic?  

6  We’re Arameans, we have to sing in Aramaic,’ and so on.  

 

                                                 
64 If he had sung the last two words (‘have mercy on us) in Arabic, they would have been ‘ərḥamnā’ which shares 

the same consonantal root √r-ḥ-m with Arabic 
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Here in lines 4-6, he presents two dominant and overlapping oppositions; the opposition 

between Christianity and Islam, perceived as represented by Aramaic and Arabic respectively, 

and the opposition between ‘being Aramean’ and speaking in Arabic.  

 

7  and, then you have the Syrian people, the people from Syria.  

8  They love – they love when I do that because in our church  

9  it’s only in Aramaic all the time.  

10  And sometimes I sing one chant in Arabic, 

11   and they tell me, we, we were so happy because of that. 

12   Because – “one time you did something in our language.” 

 

For the Syrian Suryoye, Arabic is a Christian worship language. However deeply they 

may admire and appreciate Aramaic, many of them are not able to understand it, nor do those 

who have not grown up with it relate to it as the language iconic of the textures and emotions of 

home.  

13  .. yeah, in a way it’s their language.  

14   Even if they know that Aramaic is – 

15   yeah – is the language that their ancestors were talking,  

16   and – some of them cannot really speak Aramaic 

17   and when they hear something in Arabic they are so happy.  

 

Denho switches footing between lines 12 and 13, from voicing  the view he has witnessed 

in response to singing a hymn in Arabic, to voicing his own question about the essentialization of 

Arabic as appropriate for Muslims and Aramaic as appropriate for Christians. “Yeah, in a way 

it’s their language.” He says it slowly, quietly, considering what it would mean to call Arabic 

“their language.” Lines 13 through 17 show the inner dialogue that occurs as he processes the 

shadow conversations (Irvine 1996) that he’s heard throughout his life about the relationship 
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between the Arabic language and the Syrian Orthodox communities, and more broadly, about the 

relationship between Arabic and Christianity. As Denho says these words, and as I contemplate 

the recording and then the writing of them later, they also bring to life for me memories of voices 

expressing conflicting views on this subject. I am aware that both of our memories reflect the 

echoes of the dialogues involved in creating the boundaries between an ethnicity, a religion, and 

a language.65  

18   So, but, you have the different, uh, reactions 

19   and obviously, the bad reaction from the people from Tur ‘Abdin,  

20   and the good reaction is from people from Syria, or from Iraq. 

 

To acknowledge the identity of many Arab Christians I have spent time with, I respond, 

“of course Arabic is the language of worship for Arab Christians,” and he counters this stance in 

the shape of a question that he poses as much to himself as to me: 

21  But actually – are there really Arab Christians? 

22  Are there…Yeah, that’s the problem also.  

 He cuts himself off from tracing out the voices underlying the question; from attempting 

to align himself with a stance that would give an answer, whether affirmative or negative. 

Instead he returns to reporting the speech of people telling him that they have a problem with the 

identity alignment of an Aramean person singing an Arabic hymn in church: 

23  But, anyways, what I was saying is that, 

24   I’m from Tur ‘Abdin, and I like to sing in Arabic,  

25   and people say me “why? 

                                                 
65 A current political example of this debate has taken place when the Israeli Knesset determined in 2014 that 

Aramaic speaking Christians can register as an official, separate ethnicity. For four different views on this policy 

see: http://www.israeltoday.co.il/NewsItem/tabid/178/nid/24936/Default.aspx, http://orthochristian.com/74038.html, 

http://www.alhewar.com/arab_christians_are_arabs.htm, and https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2015/12/letter-

nazareth-forgotten-palestinians-151213114942701.html 

 

http://www.israeltoday.co.il/NewsItem/tabid/178/nid/24936/Default.aspx
http://orthochristian.com/74038.html
http://www.alhewar.com/arab_christians_are_arabs.htm
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2015/12/letter-nazareth-forgotten-palestinians-151213114942701.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2015/12/letter-nazareth-forgotten-palestinians-151213114942701.html
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26   You have the chance to have an Aramaic background. Why do you do that?”  

27   Like people don’t understand that 

28   because they have so much respect for the Aramaic language, 

29   that we should not, uh,  

30   it would be for them, it would be like giving gold to take some wood. 

31   Yeah, actually, I heard somebody saying it in that way.  

32   Like still it’s hard [knocks on a wooden table] but it’s not that precious.   

 

Denho concludes the story by voicing the analogy comparing Aramaic to gold and Arabic 

to wood.  Metaphorically the analogy indexes the similarities between Arabic and Aramaic ( 

‘hardness’), elevating the social value of Aramaic for the Syrian Orthodox people, and, 

implicitly, the people who speak Aramaic over those who speak Arabic. Yet Denho distances 

himself from the stance through his use of  reported speech, and through the amazement in his 

voice in line 31. 

The role of place in mobility and diaspora 

 Heidi Armbruster, an ethnographer who has worked extensively with Suryoye in Mardin, 

Vienna and Berlin, devotes a significant portion of the Introduction to her book Keeping the 

Faith: Syriac Christian Diasporas to consideration about how to theorize the dispersed nature of 

the Suryoye as a community (2013:11ff). She critiques the analytical lenses ‘diaspora’ and 

‘transnationalism’ while at the same time acknowledging her debt to these concepts, observing 

that “…if multi-sited research reveals one thing, it is that most people live their lives locally, no 

matter how connected they are to other places” (2013:15). Yet she finds the increased focus on 

individual lives and agency based on the ‘mobilities paradigm’ of the 1990s more useful than 

earlier more essentialist theoretical structure for understanding the relationships of the Suryoye 

to each other and the places that make up the context of their lives. She finds the attention given 
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via the lens of this paradigm to “processes embedded in social relations” (2013:15) an 

improvement on the framework of migration as an ‘event.’ For her work with the Suryoye, the 

practice of the ethnographer physically following the mobility of the community has been more 

useful than to select a group of Suryoye in a given location and consider it ‘representative’ of the 

entire community. 

 Still, regarding her fieldwork discoveries that have covered a span of over a decade, 

Armbruster finds that these conceptualizations do not stretch far enough to allow her to 

accurately convey the relationships of the Suryoye to each other and to place. She avoids the 

category ‘migrant’ on the basis that it is for many Suryoye inaccurate, and creates problems 

related to current political discourse in Europe. She addresses in her book a need for more 

scholarship on “the temporal dimensions of the migration experience,” seeing it as a cumulative 

process for which it is important to take histories and narratives of homeland into account, and 

she acknowledges the significant differences that can occur in a ‘site’ – neighborhood to 

neighborhood, house to café; not just country to country. I bring these points in because I am 

deeply in agreement, although at this point for myself I realize that how to theorize the 

experiences of those with whom I worked remains a question. 

Armbruster (2013:17-21) observed four distinct types of “mutual relatedness” (18) during 

her work with the Suryoye: bonds of memory, bonds of faith, bonds of family and bonds of 

language. In a very similar assessment, Surayto singer and songwriter Ninve Arik writes in her 

song “Kul sabno” (Every era/time)66 about the identity of her people: 

Ma manna, dlo mu leshonaidhan  Who are we without our language? 

ma manna, dlo ma ‘ailataidhan  Who are we without our families? 

Ma manna, dlo mi haimonuthaidhan  Who are we without our faith? 

Ma manna, dlo mi ‘itaidhan   Who are we without our churches? 

                                                 
66 Both transcription and translations are used with her permission from the insert in her 2015 cd: Mu Lebo (From 

the Heart). See Prologue p.10. 
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 These bonds of relatedness are what have enabled the Suryoye to maintain their language 

and their ethno-religio-linguistic identity through the centuries with no benefit of an official State 

and despite oppression from other governing powers. The Suryoye who still live in Tur ‘Abdin 

have been able to maintain their language and identity (depending on the villages) through 

minimized contact with the Turkish State due to the relative isolation from the rest of the 

country. Despite the danger of living in a state where tension underlying the episodes of violence 

remains taut, over two thousand people have held fast to their homeland in Tur ‘Abdin.  In the 

first part of the twenty-first century, for reasons that include a tolerance narrative on the part of 

the Turkish government, aspirations for tourist trade, and the complex relationship with the 

European Union, Suryoye were offered some protections, and were trickling back to Tur ‘Abdin 

from Europe (sometimes part-year only), albeit warily and with a healthy degree of scepticism, 

wondering if further violence awaits.  

 With the double pronged threat of violence from ISIS and from increased conflict 

between the Turkish government and the PKK (Kurdish Workers Party), from 2014 this pattern 

has slowed. Even apart from such dangers, life in the villages is difficult. Many do not have 

running water; they need to draw water from wells. They need to drive into the city of Midyat 

when they require things from grocery stores. Teenagers sit with mobile phones glued to their 

hands, yearning for the ‘outside world.’ The Suryoye could leave entirely – life can be much 

more prosperous outside of Tur ‘Abdin.  However, as long as the community is able to maintain 

possession of land and of physical spaces, such as the Mor Gabriel monastery, such allegiance 

itself can work in the favor of language continuity.  

 I have heard of approximately four villages in Tur ‘Abdin in which essentially only 

Turoyo is spoken; the people I have met from the region (around Turo d’Izlo) claim that neither 
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Kurdish nor Turkish ever gained a dominant foothold in these villages. Several Suryoye (and a 

professor who knows the story) have told me of a village called Kerburan (Dargeçit in Turkish), 

that is known for having replaced Turoyo entirely with Kurdish even among the Suryoye. The 

story I heard is that the Suryoye who eventually left the village for Sweden set up their own 

congregation with the decision to hold the worship services in Kurdish rather than to try to start 

from the beginning with learning Aramaic.  

In some instances, however, the diaspora communities have helped protect the language 

when the linguistic culture of the homeland became too oppressive. An example of this is Rafi’s 

mother in law, who left for Sweden around the time of the Seyfo. When I was visiting their 

village, she was living with the family and could speak Turoyo – she even patiently taught me 

some words. Later, another family member explained to me that she had come from a village that 

had lost Süryanice entirely to Kurdish. The only reason that she was able to speak Turoyo now 

was because she had lived in a Suryoyo community in Sweden and kept up her language skills. 

 The scattering in the diaspora does create a sense of reaching for identity that I found 

reflected in the following interview response given in Example 3.2 by Barsomo from Hasakah, 

who lives now in Germany:  

 

Example 3.2 

Sometimes I ask myself ‘the Assyrian people come from where?’ I know my 

grandfather is coming from Mardin, but maybe another time lived in Syria. 

Sometimes I search about my identity because I am Assyrian. Sometimes 

Christian people are in a war and travel to Syria and again a war and I lose my 

identity maybe another 100 years again I change my place – all the time a war. 

All the time a war. All the time fire – especially in the Middle East. All the 

time we are talking about the place. Unfortunately, all the people live 

outside the area. Many living in Sweden lose their language and their identity. 

They don’t know about their area and where their grandfathers were born…we 

lost our identity because some people say, “I am Turkish, I am Arabic.” 
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 Within Turkey, the Suryoye face a distinct tension between fitting in to the State to a 

degree that allows them to function in society, and fitting in to their particular ethnic and 

religious designations. In an effort to arrive at an understanding of the importance of place both 

geographically and symbolically, Appadurai (2003:344) explains that “there is still a widespread 

sense that human beings are conditioned to demand spaces of allegiance that are extensions of 

their bodies.” However, on the other side of the same coin, the Turkish government is actively 

working to create the same spaces of allegiance in its own image, which becomes an obstacle for 

the Suryoye, to a large extent played out through language. Yuhanon, who was born in Tur 

‘Abdin, compares the situation of linguistic human rights for the Suryoye in Turkey to that of the 

neighboring countries Syria and Iraq. By linguistic human rights he includes the right to name; 

not only a location, but even a person: 

 

Example 3.3 

1 ...bizim bulunduğumuz ülke zaten bizi, eh, assimile etmek için  

...[the government of] whichever country where we live, for the purpose of assimilation, 

2 elinden gelen her şeyi yapıyor 

will go to any means 

3 ama, şey, Türkiye biraz daha fazlı 

but, really, Turkey [does] a bit much 

4 Mesela Süriye’de o kadar değil 

For example in Syria it’s not as much 

5 İşte uh, İrak’ta o kadar değil, ama,   

Same as Iraq, its not that much, but 

6 Türkiye’de, biraz, ah, şey, yani 

In Turkey, it’s a bit, ah, like 

7 Okul kuramasın, ismini de koyamıyorsun, 

Schools shouldn’t be built, you can’t even [choose] your name, 

8 köyüne isim veremiyorsun, şuna isim veremiyorsun 

you can’t name your village,  you can’t name this and that 

9 Süryanice konuştuğun zaman hain kabul ediliyorsun, 

When speaking in Süryani you are considered a traitor 
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The practice to which Yuhanon refers in Line 9 of Example 3.3, of the Turkish government 

repressing even personal names, is evident through the example of  Februniye Akyol, born 

Febronia Benno, who was required to use her Turkish name to run for office due to laws 

restricting the expression of ethnicity of names in Turkey:67 

The newly elected mayor’s own name is a case in point. Born and christened 

Fabronia Benno, she had to run for office under her official Turkish name, 

Februniye Akyol, because of long-standing restrictions on the cultures and 

languages of ethnic and religious minorities in Turkey. Since the Syriacs are 

not officially recognized as a religious minority by the Turkish state, they are 

not allowed their own schools to teach their ancient language to their children.  

 

As recently as my fieldwork experience in 2016, when the educational center with which 

I was working was considering how to become a registered entity by Turkish law, one of the 

rules to contend with was the ban on choosing a name in a language other than Turkish. 

Meanwhile, Line 8 in Example 3.4 is in reference to the practice of erasure of place names and 

replacement with new toponyms that is in evidence when looking at a map of Tur ‘Abdin, such 

as that in Hollerweger (1999:56-57). Each village has at least two names: a Süryani one, and 

usually a Turkish one, perhaps also a Kurdish or Arabic name.  

Such erasure is hardly limited to Turkey (indeed, it is part of the process of territorial 

conquest throughout the world). Regarding Syria, Gawriye listed to me in his interview the 

names of locations that were once Aramaic and have changed or have remained Aramaic even if 

Arameans no longer live there in significant number. He mentioned a town near Qamishli called 

Qaḥtania in Arabic that carries the Suryani name Qabire Hewore (‘white graves’ in Suryoyo) 

called Turbe Spi in Kurdish – a calque on the Suryani meaning. He wanted me to understand the 

Aramaic toponyms in Syria, showing the depth and longevity of Aramean presence in the region. 

                                                 
67 http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2014/04/christian-mayor-turkey-rights-bdp-mardin.html# Accessed 

7/29/2019. 

http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2014/04/christian-mayor-turkey-rights-bdp-mardin.html
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For example, he brought up the name Tedmur (Palmyra) as Aramaic ‘miracle’ in addition to the 

names with ‘Sākin’ and ‘Kfar’ (village). He talked also about Heṣno d Kifo (meaning ‘rock 

castle’) now known as Hasankeyf in Turkey. Erasing the place names, Gawriye assesed, is a kind 

of violence; it is erasing the person from the place. He called it cultural and spiritual oppression.   

 During the focus group, Yuhanon continues by making an analogy between the linguistic 

oppression of minority languages in Turkey and a garden. Through the analogy, shown in 

Example 3.4, he makes an appeal for diversity, similar to Denho’s above but metaphorically. He 

also changes the geographical boundary lines from those of the current Republic of Turkey to 

those of the eastern areas of Turkey, which he calls Anadolu (Anatolia). This is significant in 

relation to a dominant historical narrative about the region. It is this very diversity that the 

Turkish government is attempting to control and stamp out as much as possible as a tangibly 

symbolic means to consolidate power.  

Example 3.4 

1  Ve, eh, yani halbuki eh, Türkiye, yani 

And, eh, I mean whereas eh, Turkey, I mean 

2  Anadolu aslında, Anadolu toprağı dünyanın en güzel topraklarıdır 

Anatolia actually, Anatolian land is the world’s most beautiful land 

3 Bu topraklarda ne kadar dil olursa, o kadar mükemmel jeografiya olur 

The more languages that are on these lands, the more perfect the geography becomes 

4 Yani bi bahçede sadece bir kırmızı gül olursa, kırmızı gülün bi anlama olmaz 

In a garden if there is only red flower, there can be no meaning of a red flower. 

5 Ama, bi bahçede yüzlerce gül olduğu zaman, o gül- bahçe daha güzel bir şey olur  

But, when there are hundreds of flowers in a garden, that flower – the garden will become 

more beautiful 

6 Anadolu böyle bir şeydi 

Anatolia is like this. 

7 ama maalesef, eh, faşist, eh, Türk zihniyeti, eh, buna, buna engel oluyor 

But unfortunately, eh, fashist, eh, Turkish mindset, eh prevents this and that 

8 Bizi yok etmeye çalışıyorlar, Rumu yok etmeye çalışıyorlar,  
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They try to eliminate us, they try to eliminate the Greeks 

9 Kürdü yok etmeye çalışıyorlar, şunu, bunu, bunu – sadece İstanbul Türkçesi kalaçak 

They try to eliminate the Kurds, that, this, this – only Istanbul Turkish will 

remain.68 

 Malke’s concern at the end of the previous chapter echoes Talitha’s at the top of this one 

– if the Suryoye fail to transplant their language in the diaspora they have failed to transplant 

‘home.’  For many who deal with the circumstances of migration, the sense of feeling torn 

between fitting into the culture of Europe at the same time as maintaining the individual cultural 

identity creates emotional strain.  Example 3.5 shows Denho’s reflections on this tension, as a 

Suryoyo who grew up in the European diaspora but whose parents were born in Tur ‘Abdin. 

Example 3.5 

…you know in Europe, you always have this, uh, dilemma, between 

integration and preservation of your culture. And, the thing is that a lot of 

people just confuse ‘integration and assimilation’. When I’m watching TV, 

sometimes, when they’re talking about the problems of integration and so on, 

they’re saying things, that for me – they want the assimilation of all the people. 

Just that everybody is gonna be the same – so that’s, there would be no 

difference anymore between the people, and that’s, that would be like the 

‘perfect society’, but no – for me, the perfect society has to have diversity, and 

that’s how the society is rich… 

 

 Remembering Talitha’s words at the beginning of this chapter, over the past two millenia 

the Suryoye have developed their religious identity, their linguistic identity, and their ethnic 

identity. Remembering Gawriye’s words in the previous chapter, through much of the last 600 

years they have faced oppression. The diaspora represents freedom: economic, religious and 

linguistic, but they must reckon with the centrifugal force pushing towards assimilation to 

different cultures. No matter what happens in the homelands, the number of Suryoye in the 

                                                 
68 Notably, Yuhanon does not mention Armenians in this list. I would conjecture that it was in his mind 

such an obvious thing that at the moment it simply didn’t occur to him to bring it up. 
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diaspora is so much higher, and the incentives to live outside of the homelands are so strong that  

they do truly face the challenge to carry their language forward into the diaspora and strengthen 

their sense of ‘home’ in the world. 

 

Chapter summary  

 In this chapter, I have focused on the ways in which Suryoye have preserved essential 

and symbolic elements of their heritage through expansive trajectories of time and place. To a 

large extent, this process has occured through language. Stones are transferred from Mardin to 

Istanbul to build a church. Ritual is transferred somatically through scent and sound. Qualities of 

place are also transferred through sound. Oppositions grounded in linguistic cultures are re-

mapped from homeland to new heartlands in a diaspora that has slowly spread in waves over the 

centuries. Once familiar, language can become ‘other’ (as in the movement of the Suryoye from 

Tur ‘Abdin to Qamishli and back to Istanbul) while the effort is made to sustain the ethno-

religio-linguistic identity in Suryoyo language. Tradition is carried through the liturgical 

language; communication is carried through the vernacular. Tradition sustains the soul as a 

backbone while the need to communicate, necessarily flexible, is bent and shaped by the 

demands of integration and assimilation to new linguistic cultures. Nevertheless, sometimes, in 

the preservation of place through language, distance protects against the ravages of linguistic 

oppression – the place-based suppression of identity, as it has occurred and continues to occur in 

the homelands of the Suryoye. 
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CHAPTER 4. AUTHENTICITY AND AUTHORITY AS LINGUISTIC PILLARS 

ܝܕܥ ܐܠ ܡܢܗ ܠܒܪ ܝܕܥ ܐܠ ܕܠܥܙܗ ܢܐܝܐ ܟܠ  
Kull ayno dleˁze lo yodhaˁ lbar mane lo yodhaˁ 

(Anyone who doesn’t know his own language doesn’t know whose son he is) 

 

 These words, artfully painted in the Syriac serto script on the wall of the education center 

for Syrians in Istanbul where I was volunteering, allude to the link between language and 

belonging. It could be translated less literally for clarity: Anyone who doesn’t know their own 

tongue does not know to whom they belong. The word ‘leˁzo’69 is translated in the Payne-Smith 

Syriac dictionary as “sound, speech, tongue, twittering esp. inarticulate sounds as of birds and 

beasts; foreign speech; dialect, way of speech, utterance, pronunciation.”70  The choice of the 

word leˁzo over the term in the customary register: leshono (‘language’ and ‘tongue’) adds 

connotations of a specific type of speech, mysterious to ‘outsiders,’ speech that might even be 

foreign to one who should be an ‘insider.’ 

 One early autumn evening in Istanbul I found myself on the metro back to the education 

center quite late, after a memorable dinner with a friend at the kebapçı (kabob house) Çavuş. The 

reason for my return there was to help navigate tension between the Suryoye who had founded 

the center and the Suryoye who were a large source of funding for it. My role that evening 

consisted of translating an email from English to Turkish and typing an email in English that was 

spoken to me in Turkish. In my fieldnotes that night before bed I wrote: 

 …The experience of getting caught between two cultural views. Two Suryoye 

– one in the diaspora, one here. Able to speak to each other fluently in Turoyo 

when together (I’ve heard them!) But not able to write to each other. So I acted 

as the typed voice in English for the one in Istanbul, and I translated the 

English voice of the one in Europe to Turkish for the first.  

                                                 
69 (leˁze has a 3rd masculine singular clitic pronoun attached) 
70 It is mentioned in constructions such as “leˁzo d roze d lo sefwotho” meaning “whispers of mysteries i.e. of holy 

things, not made known by lips.” (p. 244 in Payne-Smith dictionary) 
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 These Suryoye know their leˁzo. At least one of them also knows how to read and write 

well in Kthobonoyo. But when I asked him why they didn’t write to each other in Turoyo, he just 

shook his head and answered that it doesn’t work the same way. 

 

Authenticity and authority in language policy 

 The focus of this chapter is on negotiations of language policy within the complex Syrian 

Orthodox linguistic culture. The heart of the negotiations is standardization – what could it 

facilitate (e.g. writing communicatively), what could it jeopardize (e.g. would standardizing 

Turoyo draw so much attention from Kthobonoyo that the latter would dwindle away?) what 

should be standardized (what is authentic?) and who has the authority to set rules?  These 

negotiations are based on a fundamental connection between language and belonging, and 

between interconnected notions of authenticity and authority. I refer to the latter metaphorically 

as ‘linguistic pillars’ because I believe the extent to which the Suryoye can appeal to authenticity 

and authority in communication with other Suryoye is the extent to which Turoyo can survive.  

 I approach this study with the conviction that in a sociolinguistic context, these two 

concepts cannot be explained without each other, yet the relationship is difficult to pin down. 

Coupland (2003:419) describes authenticity as depending on authority: “Authenticity as an 

attribute depends on some process of authorisation, which itself invokes authority of one sort or 

another.” Woolard, on the other hand, presents a view in which authority is partially dependent 

on authenticity: 

…two contrasting yet interdependent ideologies of language have typically 

underpinned linguistic authority in the modern western world: an ideology of 

authenticity, which holds that a language variety is rooted in and directly 

expresses the essential nature of a community or speaker, and an ideology of 

anonymity, which holds that a given language is a neutral vehicle of 
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communication, belonging to no one in particular and thus equally available to 

all (2016:7, italics added for emphasis).  

 

To pronounce a speech utterance or element of text ‘authentic’ presupposes a degree of 

authority to authenticate it. To possess such authority presupposes a degree of status in which 

one is either considered an authentic member of the speech community in question, or an expert 

in authentic linguistic knowledge about that community. At the same time, as Fenigsen and 

Wilce (2012) observe, from a semiotic standpoint, “to call something authentic was [is] thus to 

guarantee its authority vis-à-vis externalities (italics in the original).” Located nebulously 

between the two terms we find the tension between the following two equally arguable ideas: 

that language is ‘natural’ and develops in a manner apart from human consciousness and agency 

(authentically), and/or that language itself is socially constructed (by those with the invested 

authority). 

Etymologically, although these two words appear to share the same root, they do not. The 

term ‘authenticity’ has developed from the Greek ‘authentikos’ meaning principal, or genuine 

(the root ‘auth’ meaning “own, proper or peculiar” Carman 2007:233). ‘Authority,’ however, 

has developed from Latin ‘auctor’ meaning originator, or creator (author). From this angle, one 

can view ‘authentic’ as the quality of ‘being’ and ‘belonging to’ while ‘authority’ takes on the 

quality of ‘doing,’ and ‘making,’ thus providing a common-sense picture of a process in which 

both aspects, nature and human agency, are requisite for the development and transmission of 

language.  

From another angle, discussions of both authority and authenticity can be located 

primarily within the speaker(s), or primarily within the language. In other words, speakers can 

derive both authenticity and authority from the language that they use, and certain speakers also 

have the authority to imbue language with authenticity, as well as the (perceived) authenticity to 
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imbue language with authority. Ideologies surrounding the development of language are a useful 

means by which to examine these processes. 

 

Ideologies of language change 

Even in day to day notions of language change, people are given to experiencing a split in 

the perception of that which happens ‘naturally’ (seemingly without conscious intent) and that 

which has been artificially (and artfully) contrived. During my interview with Denho, I asked 

him about his opinion of the practice of code-switching and mixing that is highly integral to 

speaking Turoyo. As an analogy, in Example 4.1 he relayed the following account of the 

development of French:  

Example 4.1  

I would take the French example. If you look at the texts that have been written 

in the 11th century, you would see that the writing is really phonetic, it’s not a 

really – beautiful language in the – like, it’s the popular language, with 

words which evolved in the natural way. Then, in the 16th/17th century, 

there was the renaissance, and they began to ... all these intellectuals, in the 

17th, 18th century, introduced so many Greek and Latin words to make the 

language richer. And actually, you have cognates, like, ahh, you would say 

cheval, ‘horse’, and you’ll say ‘cavalier’. Those two words are related, but one, 

I think is ah, directly from Latin, and one is the natural way. 

 

Several oppositions are apparent in Denho’s example. He contrasts ‘beautiful’ to 

‘popular,’ ‘intellectuals’ to implicit non-intellectuals, i.e. people whose language use was 

restricted to ‘popular’ and ‘natural’ speech, and he contrasts ‘introducing words’ from 

prestigious outside sources to the idea of words simply appearing in a language as internal 

developments. He brings in the ideology of the renaissance as a catalyst for intellectuals with 

authority to add select Greek and Latin words to the lexicon, creating a language situation in 

which both cheval (which has clear French connotations) and cavalier (which does not) are 

authenticated for use in French. Implicit also in his differentiation between cheval as ‘natural’ 
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and cavalier as ‘directly from Latin’ is a continuum of authenticity. Acceptance of a loanword 

into the authentic corpus of a language (usually in evidence by its presence in an official 

dictionary) does not mean that it will be perceived as equally authentic to other words. At the 

same time, he restricts the authority to ‘intellectuals,’ leaving the impression that a person not 

identified and acknowledged as an intellectual would lack the power to introduce new words that 

would be taken up by others in the community. The other members of the community would, in 

this view, reject the authenticity of the word choices of a non-intellectual based perhaps on lack 

of a clear indexical link to reliable sources.    

Eckert (2003), in her work to reveal the notion of the ‘authentic speaker’ as “the elephant 

in the room,” finds that both modern (theoretical/structural) linguistics and variationist 

sociolinguistics idealize the ‘innate, ingrained’ qualities of language over linguistic creativity as 

worthy of study, thereby, in the endeavor to understand the essence of language, negating the 

relevance of socially creative agency. After citing Latour (1993) on the term “purification” as a 

process that divides the social and the natural, Eckert calls out the ideological structure upon 

which this bias toward the notion of ‘natural’ is based: 

It is the status of language as a natural and transcendent phenomenon – as an 

inalienable part of human nature, the product of the human mind, defining our 

species, and involving forces beyond our conscious control – that makes it a 

proper study of scientific investigation (2003:394).   

 

 Eckert finds that the typical view of sociolinguistics (particularly prior to what she has 

labeled the “third wave of sociolinguistics” 2012), locates the vernacular as a kind of specimen at 

the center of authentic speech. The correlating concept of ‘natural’ language change is that it 

occurs through sustained contact between speech communities as a process of “unconscious 

absorption of often complex patterns” (Eckert 2003:394). Casey (1996:33) finds that this notion 

becomes a centralized focal point between two more extreme epistemologies – that of the 
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positivists, or naturalists who focus intently on external behavior at the expense of mental 

processes, and that of the structuralists and abstract semioticians who lose track of empirical 

experience in their emphasis on symbolic systems. 

Although in the above example Denho is not talking about language as a scientific study 

per se, he has incorporated this ideology into his characterization of the two contrasting 

processes. On one hand (‘popular’ French) there exists natural evolution of language which 

occurs with no perceptible human choice involved. On the other (‘intellectual’ French) there is 

conscious intervention on the part of those imbued with special authority (generally based on 

acquaintance with a wide diversity of texts, phrases and terms) to increase the range of 

vocabulary that can be considered authentic within the language.  

I push Denho on the idea that there is a contrast between words introduced from ‘outside’ 

and words that develop in a ‘normal’ way. I ask, “is it not normal to accept a word from 

somewhere else?” He responds, “I mean, you let the language evolve as it evolves, and then, to 

enrich the language, you can take words from the ancient languages and give them new 

meanings, make compound nouns, maybe.” 

Denho’s projected ideal is like a democratic commonwealth in which all speakers have 

access to all possible words that, presumably, are used by others. Still, in Example 4.2 he 

switches his course of thought twice in an attempt to find a balance between inclusivity and 

exclusivity toward what ‘should’ count as authentic in Turoyo as a living language. First, he 

states his ideal of inclusivity, then contemplates the notion of using education to guide speakers 

to a more exclusionary process of word choice. In the end, he settles on the idea of words passing 

through an implicit test of time which could give them, in fact, legitimacy in the language. 
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Example 4.2 

 

For me it’s a good thing, it’s not even normal, it’s a good thing to enrich 

the language. The thing that I find stupid is to denature the language, just 

say ‘no, this word we don’t want it anymore, we just should say this’ Like – 

don’t say that but say that.’ I, I don’t like this. Actually, if you want to say 

‘computer’, in Aramaic, you can say ‘computer’. If you want to say ‘hoshubto’ 

you can say ‘hoshubto’...The language is rich. You can choose the word you 

want to use, and it’s up to you to choose, and you cannot force anybody to use 

that or that word. Actually, maybe, if we had a system of education – it’s 

another level – it could be introduced step by step, like using the Aramaic 

words instead of the Kurdish words…but (pfff), for me even that, even 

that…to just, oust the foreign words would not be natural, and we would 

lose a part of the language.  

 

 One means of questioning this ideology is to examine the accuracy of perceptions based 

on the passage of time. I take the Suryoyo word ṭablīṯo for ‘table’ as an example. It is a highly 

iconic word that I frequently encountered in my fieldwork. It is common for speakers of Turyoyo 

in or with a background from Turkey to use the word for table that is most common in Turkey 

which is masa. For speakers of Turoyo in or from Arabic speaking backgrounds, the common 

word is ṭāwila.  The word ṭablīṯo is considered a Kthobonoyo word that purists would like all 

speakers to incorporate into Turoyo. Yuhanon expressed a typical attitude during a focus group 

in Istanbul. He uses the Turkish name for the language, Süryanice, that can express both Turoyo 

and Kthobonoyo, but in Example 4.3 it is clear that he is speaking about Turoyo, the language of 

everyday communication: 

Example 4.3 

1  Süryanice bile kullanabileceğimiz şeyi Süryanice kullanamıyoruz. 

Even things we can say in Süryanice we [can’t/don’t] use Süryanice for  

 

2 Yani masa. 

like masa. 

 

3  ṭablīṯo dersek, yani, dilimiz mi kopar?! 

If we say ṭablīṯo, I mean, will our tongues fall out?! 
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Ishaq, a young šamošo in Berlin had a similar tone of exasperation in answering the same 

question, expressing a strong desire that the community would switch their common practice: 

“wirklich anstadt masa einfach ṭablīṯo zu sagen!” (Really instead of masa simply to say ṭablīṯo!) 

Ṭablīṯo is iconic of Kthobonoyo because through phonological adaptation, it has gained the 

nominal feminine suffix -tho, and it is identified with a higher register than ‘Turkish’ masa or 

‘Arabic’ ṭāwila. When I asked Suryoye if there were words that they could think of that they 

wish people would stop using in Turoyo, almost all of them said they wished ṭablīṯo would be 

used instead of masa or ṭāwila. 71 In fact, like Denho’s French example in which Latin caballus 

is the source of origin for both French cheval and Italian cavalleria, the latter of which 

developed into French cavalerie,72 both ṭablīṯo and ṭāwila developed out of Italian tavola from 

Latin tabula. Meanwhile, while masa commonly indexes the Turkish language for Suryoye, its 

source appears to be from Azerbaijani (into Kurmunji as mase and Turkish as masa) likely from 

Romanian or Bulgarian and originally from mensa, i.e. also from Latin.  

Denho, as seen above, is interested in the etymology of words, and conscious in Example 

4.4 of the irony in making a change from masa to ṭablīṯo for the purpose of ‘purifying’ Turoyo 

from loan words: 

Example 4.4 

Actually, for me it’s completely stupid to say ṭablīṯo instead of masa because 

ṭablīṯo is not Aramaic…  No no, yeah, it’s the example that people, that 

anybody… [I laugh and interject “it’s like ‘table’”] Yeah, it’s like table…why 

should I say ṭablīṯo and not masa? It’s, it makes absolutely no sense. My 

parents are always saying masa. Why would I say a word that comes from 

Greek or Latin, instead of that?  

 

                                                 
71 In fact, in Palestinian Arabic, the word ṭabliya is used for a small table with short legs (Samira Farwaneh, personal 

communication) 
72 https://www.etymonline.com/word/cavalier#etymonline_v_8302, noting the University of Oxford’s endorsement 

of etymoline as a reliable source for authentic information: http://arch.oucs.ox.ac.uk/detail/96011/index.html. 

Accessed 7/29/2019. 

https://www.etymonline.com/word/cavalier#etymonline_v_8302
http://arch.oucs.ox.ac.uk/detail/96011/index.html
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These philological examples demonstrate common gaps between the perceptions of 

speakers of a language and the diachronic trajectory of language change. In the case of ṭablīṯo 

and masa (or ṭāwila), by the usual perceived wisdom ṭablīṯo is original, authentic Aramaic 

because it is a noun that ends in -tho, and masa was adopted from Turkish, the language of a 

nation that has oppressed the Suryoye and their language. Traced back far enough, both words 

come from the same source: a bygone empire, whose relations with the Suryoye throughout 

history are multilayered enough to render them to a large extent irrelevant to current popular 

discourse on Aramaic authenticity among the Syrian Orthodox. 

I do not claim that all language change occurs through conscious, agentive efforts. 

Rather, I agree with Eckert that the question “is there a fluidity between ingrained behavior and 

conscious speech monitoring?” (2003:395) is of vital importance to understanding language as a 

social tool, and in Chapter 5 I delve more deeply into the locus of agency in the process. 

 

What counts as authentic: polarities of corpus planning 

Denho’s preference for the addition of terms from outside a language to increase its 

richness and diversity is counter to the most common view with which I have come into contact, 

i.e. the stated exclusive ideal of restricting what counts as lexical authenticity for the sake of 

language ‘purity.’ Metaphors for Turoyo and Kthobonoyo are frequent; not only Turoyo as 

chorba, ‘soup’ that was mentioned in Chapter 2 along with the pure gold versus gold with stones 

analogy and the Kthobonoyo as supercomputer simile, but at times characterized as people. 

Malfono Daniel, one of the rare individuals who prefers to speak to the extent possible 

colloquially in Kthobonoyo, once asked me which is more important, a brain doctor or a tooth 

doctor? He dismissed my response that each is important for their own function with the 

argument that a person goes to school for eight years to become a brain doctor, but only four to 
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become a tooth doctor, and therefore the brain doctor resembles Kthobonoyo. I did not ask him 

how it would fit on his evaluation scale that at the time it had already taken me seven years on 

the road to becoming an anthropologist and would easily take three more.  

Joshua Fishman (2006) has identified, in addition to the purity – vernacularity continuum 

discussed in Chapter 2, three more “bipolar dimensions” with which any community considering 

language policy is faced: uniqueness versus “Westernization,” ausbau versus einbau, and 

classicization versus panification. Fishman locates the first pole of each of these dimensions in a 

cluster which he labels ‘independence,’ and the second in a cluster of ‘interdependence’ traits. 

Uniqueness, in contrast to purity, is the desire to avoid any words or structures that are 

considered borrowings at all, while purity is focused more on removing words from specific 

languages (such as Kurdish, Arabic and Turkish) that represent a threat to the culture. Ausbau is 

the determination to ‘build’ rules and structures (i.e. make standardization choices) that pull a 

language away from any other language that might be too similar. Classicization, according to 

Fishman (2006:74) involves the retention and renewed development of a very concrete variety of 

great immediate relevance to a people whose sole or major vernacular it had been during that 

people’s well-documented ‘golden era’ of the past.  

All these independence cluster concepts are geared toward keeping the speakers apart in 

their own distinct identity, separate from any other group. The ‘interdependence’ cluster 

concepts, on the other hand, are those that bring a language into relationship with the other 

languages surrounding it. Fishman (2006:39) lists African American Vernacular English and 

Spanglish as high in ‘vernacularity’ in contrast to Turkish post Ataturk, French, and revivalist 

Hebrew. Westernization, in Fishman’s context, is specific to the allowance of English as 

acceptable in a language corpus. An example of this would be Denho saying it’s OK in Aramaic 
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to use ‘computer’ and it’s OK to use ‘hoshubto.’ Panification, to which Fishman attributes a 

“dismally low success rate” (86), is the effort to bring multiple groups together under one 

language that is considered for political reasons a type of ‘classical’ (he provides examples such 

as Illyrian, which failed to become a unifying language of the South Slavic countries, and on the 

successful side – Standard Arabic as a pan-Arabic unifier). Einbau are efforts to make one 

language look more like another, so for those who want to get Turoyo to become as close as 

possible to Kthobonoyo, einbau is a useful concept. Some elements from each dimension of each 

cluster are necessary, otherwise a language would either need to exist in a void apart from other 

languages or cease to exist as a separate language at all. 

Consciously, the majority of Suryoye with whom I spoke were advocating for 

independence cluster traits as the ideal language situation for the Syrian Orthodox community. 

However, Fishman’s poles represent relationships, and I found that although possibly every 

Suryoyo with whom I spoke about this topic would lean toward the independence cluster as an 

ideal for a unified Syrian Orthodox variety of Aramaic, it became messier to consider what that 

would really look like. For example, there was some differentiation according to chronotopic 

alignment. Those most aligned with the Aramaic narrative tended toward uniqueness in their 

discussion of what they would wish to see in future language developments. The most extreme 

example of this was Gabriela’s answer to my question to her focus group about which non-

Suryoyo words might they consider acceptable within the language: “hiç birini istemiyoruz!”  

she exclaimed in Turkish. We don’t want a single one! She said it laughingly but made it clear 

through further discussion that from the point of view of idealism, she was not joking. 

 Meanwhile, although from my interview and focus group data, the majority of Suryoye in 

general expressed interest in classicization of their language (and einbau between Kthobonoyo 
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and Turoyo), they tended to differ in the reasons for this according to chronotopic alignment. For 

those most strongly aligned with the Aramaic narrative, Kthobonoyo is important because of its 

connection to the church. For those most strongly aligned with the Assyrian narrative, though 

many of them would still call the church connection most important or at least extremely 

important, even the more secularly-inclined see Kthobonoyo as valuable for its ability to connect 

them to both the eastern (e.g. Assyrian and Chaldean) and other western (Ma’loula) Aramaic 

speaking Christian groups. So, in this case Kthobonoyo would be for them a type of panifier.   

 Frequently during my fieldwork, I heard discourse like the following in which Gabro, 

employed by the church, responds to my question as to which words that are ‘foreign’ does he 

think should be replaced. He clearly wrestles with the ideal of enhancing the linguistic authority 

of the church by using the Kthobonoyo word for ‘shoes’ (mṣone) versus allowing the authority 

of the majority (peer pressure) who use Kurdish şakale instead: “Ayakkabı mesela - mṣonedir. 

Ayakkabı veya şakale diyorlar. Evet, mṣone. Mṣonedir, kimse mṣone diye – fa – çok nadir fulan 

diyorlar – her kes der ‘şakale’...” (Shoes, for example – are mṣone. They [the majority] say 

‘ayakkabı’ or şakale. Yes, mṣone. They are mṣone. Nobody says mṣone – fa – only a scant few 

people say it – everyone says ‘şakale.’”  

 This type of discussion becomes complicated further by the fact that people lose track of 

the source of words. Sometimes they are aware only that they don’t know, as Gabro ponders 

again regarding the word for notebook:73 “‘Defter‘ – kërkodur ama her kes ‘defter’ diyoruz. Ama 

                                                 
73 In fact defter comes from ancient Aramaic prior to Turkish – accepted from ancient Greek dipthéra into Aramaic 

to Arabic to Ottoman Turkish as defter, back to modern colloquial Aramaic as a loan word from Turkish....at least 

according to Wiktionary: https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/defter.   

 

 

https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/defter
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‘defter’ Türkçeden mi gelme, başka bir, uh, dilden mi gelme – ‚defter.’” (Defter is kërko but all 

of us say ‘defter’. But does ‘defter’ come from Turkish, from another, uh, language - ‘defter.’”) 

Certainly, one question as to the level of acceptability of adding some ‘foreign’ or ‘loan’ 

words into a Turoyo matrix is related to the percentage of those words in the speech and to the 

level at which they are embedded. Matay considers the effect of such common ‘foreignisms’ on 

fluency in the language, and determines that use of too many foreign words detracts from the 

ability of a person’s claim to know Süryanice (and hence authority as an authentic language 

user): “...dilin içinde istediğimiz kadar koyabiliriz, ama bu o zaman,‘Ben Süryanice biliyorum’ 

demek olmaz. ‘šayn geldiniz’ [šayn = ‘peace’ in Süryanice. geldiniz = ‘you came’ in Turkish, i.e. 

‘welcome’] ‘hoş geldiniz’ [means ‘you’re welcome’ in Turkish] (laughs) yani...bu..... Dil 

tamamen bozulacak.” (...you can put it into the language as much as you want, but you can’t say 

at the same time ‘I know Süryanice.’ I mean....this..the language will become completely 

corrupted.) 

The following two examples illustrate a pattern that I observed repeatedly, leading me to 

suggest that commonly, for the Suryoye, creativity in code-mixing, if the definition is taken to 

mean the integration of a word into the morphology of a ‘matrix’ language (Myers-Scotton and 

Jake 1995), is viewed more positively (if the matrix language is Turoyo) than the use of 

intrasentential codeswitching in which each word maintains morphology integral to the language 

in which it is used. Yuhanon, Sabri and Aslan play first with latter case, in which Turkish and 

Kurdish words are used in Turoyo sentences in place of Turoyo words. They laugh about how 

Turkish yürüş, a nominal form for ‘walk,’ is used in the following sentences: Saymina ‘yürüş,’ 

means ‘we do walking.’ Kozano lu ‘yürüş’ means ‘we go for a walk.’ In Example 4.5 they 
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continue Arabic (keyf and mishtaq) and Kurdish (spahi) code-switchings that they hear 

frequently, stressing the loan word sentence by sentence in disparaging tones: 

Example 4.5 

1 Aslan:  Mesela ‘kotheli ‘keyf’ elox.’ ‘Keyf’ Süryanice değil…   

  For example, ‘I had a good time with you.’ ‘Keyf’ is not Süryanice 

2 Sabri:  Mesela ‘howino ‘mishtaq’ elox’.  

  For example ‘I became ‘missing’ for you’  

3 Aslan:  Mesela, uh, ‘u tarcano mëqqa ‘spahi’ yo’ 

  For example, uh, how ‘nice’ the door is 

4 Aslan:  Ama bunu kullanıyoruz, yani.  

  

 Aslan notes at the end that although they are denigrating the practice, it is one that they 

participate in with regularity. Returning to an example from another Istanbul focus group, 

mentioned previously, Markos laughingly brings up the word ‘mdergelina’ (we wander around) 

– from Kurdish ‘dergel’ meaning yuvarlanmak ‘to wander around’ in Turkish, as a mixed 

morphological form: 

m        -dergel   -ina 

Süryani verb prefix used with loan verbs74 - wander around -1pl. 

 

 In this case he expresses pride in the creativity involved and evaluates the practice as a 

form of ‘zenginlik’ (enrichment) in contrast to his prior agreement with Gabriela’s assertion that 

they don’t want a single loan word to play a role in their ideal version of Süryanice.  

 Denho differentiates between code-switching and loan words, using time, space and 

amount of people as the criterion. For him, a word reaches ‘loan word’ status as opposed to 

being recognized as a ‘foreign’ code “when people not from that region start using this word.” 

When I ask him if in his view the use of ‘foreign’ loan words in the ‘substrate’ fragments the 

                                                 
74 See Talay (2017:318) 
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language instead of enriching it (as he stated toward the beginning of this chapter), his concern 

(in Example 4.6) is with communicability. 

Example 4.6 

It depends. It depends…when you speak with people from Syria, and ...in ten 

words they’re using four words from Arabic...they make this language not 

comprehensible by people not from Syria. And that’s a bad tendency, 

because these loan words are not that old. I mean it’s a, not, loan word. It’s 

codemixing, code switching, or whatever...like, you have to differentiate loan 

words with those words that are used only in Syria, and have been in use for 

one generation, or, maybe three. And, because there are Kurdish words that 

are really integrated in the language, and those ones we cannot just oust 

them, you understand what I mean? 

 

 If the practice of incorporating words from other codes diminishes communicability then 

the value of vernacularity will be lost. Yuhanon, in the following example, thinks through both 

the benefits and the problems with a highly flexible, open, vernacular language, coming to the 

conclusion that conscious intervention in the form of regulation would create the balance 

between the two. He and both of his friends Sabri and Aslan share great respect for both 

Kthobonoyo and Turoyo and are fluent in both. Yuhanon explains that through no fault of its 

speakers, Turoyo has had to adapt to the environments and standards of the “diktator dilleri” (the 

languages of dictatorship, or ‘dictator languages’) of the countries which have taken political, 

cultural, economic and religious power throughout the past centuries in the lands inhabited by 

Suryoye. Living in these environments, the words that Turoyo has acquired from Turkish, 

Kurdish, and Arabic are from the languages representing rival cultures as described by Fishman. 

Yuhanon (in Lines 1-5 of Example 4.7) acknowledges this yet leans first towards the 

communicative aspects of vernacularity as enhancing the language, and Sabri (line 6) supports 

his view. 
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Example 4.7 

1 ...bu bizim ellimizde olan bir şey değil, bu biraz diktatör devletlerin 

 ...this is not something that was in our hands, this was really a thing  

2 yaptığı bir şey, ama bu da, onlar bunu yaparken,  

       done by the dictator governments, nevertheless in this manner, 

3 biz aslında biraz daha çok yaraşık, 

 by doing this, we actually became even more [adaptable],  

4 daha böyle, ehh, çeşitli çeşi– 

Even more, ehh, varied– 

5 yani dilimiz bence daha çok zenginleşti. 

meaning our language became enriched in my opinion.  

      6 Sabri:   Reng- reng- renglendi. 

               Became more colorful.  

 

 However, as the session progresses and Yuhanon considers the issue more deeply, he 

shifts footing and realigns to the ideology of purity. In response to my probing about any desire 

to remove other languages from Turoyo, he switches in Example 4.8 to the narrative that places a 

higher value on standardized Kthobonoyo, and Sabri is easily able to make the switch with him. 

Example 4.8 

1  Yani bence, Kthobonoy–eh, Turoyo, ne kadar, uh, 

 That is, in my view, Kthobonoy–eh, Turoyo, the more it is, uh,  

2 Kthobonoyoya yakın olursa, o kadar orijinel – orijineliğine..kat -               

 similar to Kthobonoyo, the more original – it [adds into] joins - 

3  Sabri:  Döner. 

     Turns. 

4    Yuhanon: Döner.  

                   Turns. 

5  Ama ne kadar uzaklaşıb kürtçeye, türkçeye, arapçaya şey olursa,  

 But the farther it goes towards becoming a Kurdish, Turkish, Arabic thing, 

6 o zaman başka bir şey oluyur. 

 at this time a different thing occurs. 

 7 Yani – o zaman kirlenmiş oluyor. Bence biraz temizlenmesi gerekiyor.  

 Meaning – at this time it becomes polluted. I think some clean up is necessary.  
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8 Yani bizim için bir zenginlik olmuyor aslında.  

 That is, actually for us it does not become enriched. 

9 Diğer diller girdiği zaman dilimizi, ehh, 

 When other languages enter [it], our language, ehh,  

10 şey yapıyorlar  

  they do something to it  

11 Sabri:  kirletiyorlar. 

     they pollute it.  

12 Yuhanon: kirletiyorlar.  

               they pollute it.  

 

Yuhanon and Sabri both change stance when they consider the discourse of foreign 

words in relation to Turoyo as an endangered language. In this case, “enriched” and “colorful” as 

in Lines 8 and 9 become ‘pollution’ in Lines 11 and 12.  Nevertheless, Yuhanon finds truth in his 

statement in Line 8 as well, and he arrives at a means of resolving the dilemma in Example 4.9 

by defining loan words as pollution because Turoyo is not protected by a State or standardized 

rules and language education, whereas if Turoyo were in a more secure situation with the above 

safeguards from disappearance, additional vocabulary from other languages would truly be an 

enrichment and for him, purity would no longer be at stake.  

Example 4.9 

1 Yani o zaman bizde olan bazı şeyleri kullanmamış oluyoruz... 

 Meaning at this time we leave some of our own things in our [own language] 

unused...  

2     ...biz dengesiz kullanıyoruz. Aslında bunun sebebi şeydir.  

 ...we use it in an unbalanced manner. Actually the cause of this is, you know 

what.   

3 Bizim bir devletimiz – 

 [If] we had a state – 

4  – bir devlet demeyim de,  

 – even if not a state exactly, 

5    yani resmi bir dilimiz, dilekçe yazacağam, kitap yazaçağam,  

 but an official language in which I could write a petition, write a book,  
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6 okul olursa,  

 if there were a school,  

8 aslında başka dilden gelen şeyler zenginlik kabul edilir.  

 actually [one could] accept things coming from other languages as 

enrichment. 

9      Ama biz şimdi, bunlardan hiç biri olduğu zaman sadece kirletiyoruz. 

 But now we, without any of these, do nothing but pollute  

10    Sadece kirletiyoruz.  

 Nothing but pollute. 

 

 The means by which Yuhanon distinguishes the difference between a desire to extend the 

acceptable corpus through the addition of loan words and a desire to narrow down the acceptable 

corpus in order to protect the identity of the language is via the authority of standardization. If 

the Suroye had a state, or an official language – at least a school where standards could be 

established and transmitted, then a core of ‘pure language’ could be protected, words from other 

languages could be monitored and accepted based on standardized criteria, and communicability 

(vernacularity) would be enhanced. Conscious decisions could be made as to how many words 

are allowed entrance into Turoyo without damaging its identity as a distinct language. 

Fluent speakers from different villages (and even from within the same village) find 

themselves in frequent negotiations about which lexemes and which phonemes should be 

considered authentic, drawing on whatever evidence they can provide to lend authority to their 

claims. The following conversation, during which the members of Yuhanon’s focus group were 

considering their answers to my question as to which loanwords might they find acceptable in 

Turoyo illustrates considerations which the Suryoye must negotiate to locate ‘authenticity.’ In 

Examples 4.10 – 4. 12, all the words I understand to be Turkish are in italics, Turoyo are in bold 

italics, Arabic are in underlined italics, and Kurdish are in bold, underlined italics. 
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Example 4.10 

1 Yuhanon: Mesela, ftaḥ i çenkelayo 

       For example, open this lock  

2 Aslan: çenkele latyo Suryoyo  

 ‘çenkele’ [lock] is not Suryoyo  

3 Yuhanon: bunu çok annem kullanıyor  

       my mom uses this a lot 

 In Line 3, Yuhanon and Aslan are debating the validity of the word çenkele. Yuhanon 

gives it as an example of an acceptable loan word, so Aslan’s response doesn’t really contradict 

Yuhanon’s view. However, it indicates that Aslan was listening for loan words and in that sense 

rejected çenkele. During the focus group, the origin of the word was not discussed, but it 

resembles Kurdish çengel  for ‘hook,’ leading me to suggest Kurdish origin. The reason to 

consider it in the above example, however, is not to locate its origin but to recognize one vital 

source of authority: parents and relatives, particularly from an older generation than the speaker, 

who live in or come from Tur ‘Abdin. If Yuhanon’s mother uses it a lot, perhaps it is acceptable. 

 Though there are Turoyo dictionaries, most notably that produced by Hellmut Ritter 

(1979), the four volumes of lexicon, grammar, and narratives in the latter, for example, are not 

readily accessible to most Suryoye. Instead, to a great extent, parents and elder friends and 

relatives from Tur ‘Abdin are living dictionaries of the Turoyo lexicon. This leads, often, to 

negotiation about whose parent or relative speaks in the most ‘correct’ way, an endeavor 

complicated by considerable variation in terminology, including attitudes toward words 

considered as loan words, and the acceptability of code-switching.  

 Example 4.11 is a representative sample of the type of discussion that even high-

frequency words like melon can provoke among Suryoye. Sabri, Aslan and Yuhanon are all 

fluent Turoyo speakers from Tur ‘Abdin. Such a discussion is, naturally, not uncommon in any 

language. The ideology of language purity in the Syrian Othodox linguistic culture means that 
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for speakers of Turoyo, the ability to identify the authentic Aramaic-based words holds a high 

sociolinguistic value. 

Example 4.11 

1 Sabri: Pujo.. (kavun) 

 Melon [he repeats in Turkish to make sure I understand] 

2 Aslan: Fujo Suryoyo yo.  

 ‘Fujo’ is Suryoyo.75  

3 Sabri: Suryoyo? Kurmanji yo? 

 Suryoyo? [Isn’t it] Kurmanji? 

4 Aslan: Kurmanji ‘pateex’ yo. 

 Kurmanji [word for melon] is ‘pateex’ 

5 Sabri: Bes këḏcano Kurmanjiyo, ‘pujo’ 

 But I know it as Kurmanji,  ‘pujo’ 

Aslan, the most taciturn member of this focus group, who speaks mainly in Turoyo for 

the whole session, defends his ability to categorize (f/p)ujo as “Suryoyo” by critiquing Sabri’s 

(or anyone’s) tendency to label any of the multitude of Aramaic-based synonyms as Kurdish (or 

perhaps by ‘they’ he means the broad category ‘not-Suryoyo.’)  

6 Aslan: U mede d lo mstacmëlatle d ḥozatle b dukṯo ġeyr këmmat “komstacmeli”...  

 The thing that you don’t use that you see in a different place, you say “they use” 

7             “Hinnen komstacmeli ġalabe” – 

 They use a lot –  

8 Yuhanon:  Mesela “komstacmeli”  istcemāl 

         For example: “they use a lot,” [‘to use’ infinitive form] 

 

 In Line 8,Yuhanon jumps in derisively at Aslan’s use of the Arabic root for ‘to use’ (but 

encased in Turoyo present-tense verb conjugation, in both its subjunctive and indicative moods, 

respectively), proving by use of the infinitive istˁmāl its Arabic origin.  

                                                 
75 The difference between the bilabial stop [p] and the fricative [f] is that between the phonemic inventory 

of two villages in Tur ‘Abdin. 
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 Yuhanon’s comment undermines Aslan’s authority by reminding him how easily loan 

words can be mistaken for ‘authentic’ ones. One plausible reason for this maneuver is that earlier 

in the conversation, Sabri and Aslan had laughed at Yuhanon for unconsciously using Arabic 

loanwords such as “baˁdeyn” (after that). However, I became side-tracked at this information 

because I had assumed based on the use of Turoyo present-tense morphology (ko- is prefixed to 

the verb and the suffix indicating third person plural as subject -i is attached at the end) that it 

was a Turoyo/Arabic cognate. I repeat the Arabic infinitive, slowly realizing that I would not be 

doing that in Turoyo and ask Yuhanon in Arabic if it were not Suryoyo. 

9 Keri: Hai mu Suryoyo, ‘isteˁmāl’?  

         This is not Suryoyo, ‘istˁemāl’? 

10 Yuhanon: No, no. 

Yuhanon is not a speaker of English (or at least was not at the time), but here he chooses 

to use the word ‘no,’ perhaps indexing authority within the context of the interview in connection 

with my identity as an English speaker. 

11 Keri: Ahh, hai arabça. 

         Ahh, it is Arabic. 

12 Yuhanon: Eh, “komëstcamëlatle.”  

       Yes, “you use it.” 

13 Mesela  “fahimatle. Fahim. ”  

For example, you understand it. ‘Understand’  

 

 This time he uses the Arabic active participle form ‘fahim’ (he understands) to indicate 

that it is another word that has been so deeply integrated into Turoyo that many speakers do not 

realize it is Arabic. His voice has softened and lost the irony now that he has the full authority of 

teaching about the linguistic differences. 

14 Keri: Bes…‘kofëhmono’? Yani, yani, başka şey var? 

  But what about …‘kofëhmono’ [I understand]? I mean… is there something else? 

 



146 

 

 Surprised, I bring in the first person singular feminine present form of ‘I understand’ in 

Suryoyo, because I had never learned another word for ‘to understand’ and I had always assumed 

it was a cognate since it is such a commonly used word. Yuhanon considers the question. He 

brings up a controversial philological discussion, taking a stance in Example 4.12 that aligns 

with scholarly research rather than the most popular theory among the community members.  

Example 4.12 

1  Aslında, ben buna inanan bir insanım –  

Actually, I am a person who believes in this [particular theory] –  

2 ‘fëhmono’ diyoruz, normal de, ehh, asl, ehh, 

‘I understand’ we say, normally, ehh, original, ehh 

3 yani, şeyine – köküne - indiğim zaman Süryanice bir kelime miş gibi gözükmüyor 

I mean, when extracting the thing - the root -  it does not look like a word in Süryanice 

4 ....ah ‘fëhmono’, ‘feheme’ yok yani. Süryanice ele bir şey yok.  

….ah [‘I understand’ ‘understand’] doesn’t exist, I mean. There is no such thing in 

Süryanice. 

 

Yuhanon processes the Semitic root √f-h-m through two patterns and doesn’t recognize it 

as Süryanice (neither in Kthobonoyo nor in Turoyo). He comes up with the Aramaic translation: 

5 Aslında, Süryanice ele o komësteklonoyodur.  

Actually, in Süryanice it is really komësteklono[yo] [it is ‘I understand’].  

 Here he seems to use the copula twice – the -yo as the 3msg clitic suffix in Turoyo, and 

the -dur as the same Turkish suffix, that is usually omitted in standard Turkish except as an 

evidential marker that tells the recipient that the ‘author’ (speaker or writer) wants to emphasize 

the information or use a formal register to invoke authority.   

6 Ve bazi Süriyeliler kullanıyor. ‘Ono lo komëstakelno.’” 

And some Syrians (Suryoye) use it (in this 1msg form): ‘I don’t understand’ 

7 Ama ‘fëhmono’ – yümkin şeydir, yani, ehh, yümkin, ehh, şeydir aslında.  

But ‘I understand’ – maybe it is something, I mean, ehh, maybe, ehh, it is actually 

something. 

8  Kthobonoyo ile Turoyo belki farklı dillerdir.  

Maybe Kthobonoyo and Turoyo are different languages. 
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This is a significant statement because the conventional ‘folk’ wisdom is, again, that 

Turoyo is simply an aberrant form of language derived from Kthobonoyo, that has no 

authenticity of its own. Yuhanon has a rich and diverse social network, but he does not explain 

from where he developed this idea during this focus group session.   

9 ...Beraber parallel yüreyen şeylerdir, mesela, 

...they are parallel occuring things, for example, 

10 ‘pujo’. Pujo başka bir dilde yok. Ama Kthobonoyoda değil.  

‘melon’. ‘Pujo’ is not in any other language. But it’s not in Kthobonoyo. 

11 Ve içine girdiğin zaman asasına bile çıkaramıyorsun. İçine çıkaramıyorsun. 

And when you look into it you can’t even pull out a base meaning. There’s nothing to 

pull out.  

12 Onlar belki – özel, özel [gən?] Turoyodur. 

These could be – particular[ly?] Turoyo. 

13 Süryanicede /j/ harfi yok.  

In Süryanice there is no letter /j/ [phoneme ʒ in IPA] 

14 Ama biz fujo veya pujo kullandığımız zaman /j/ harfini kullanıyoruz. 

But when we say ‘fujo’ or ‘pujo’ we use the letter /j/ 

15 Onun için belki Turoyo başka başına bir dildir.  

For this reason maybe Turoyo is at its source a different language. 

16 Ehh, Kthobonoyo ile paralel yürüyen bir dil. 

Yeah, a language that is running parallel to Kthobonoyo 

17  Belki ‘fëhmono’ odur. 

Maybe ‘fëhmono’ is [due to] that. 

18 Sabri: O teori...ben öyle bir teori bilmiyorm, malfono Shem’un’dandır, bilmem yani... 

That theory...I don’t know such a theory, from [teacher Shem’un]76, I don’t know... 

Sabri articulates the common folk stance among the community, finding it strange to 

think about Kthobonoyo and Turoyo as two different languages. He attributes the source to a 

shared acquaintance, a particular teacher known both for a wide range of knowledge and for the 

acceptance of radical ideas.   

 

                                                 
76 Also a pseudonym 
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Grammatical authenticity 

One topic that I observed as consistently erased (Irvine and Gal 1995) from discourse 

about the differences between Turoyo and Kthobonoyo was grammar. This does not mean that 

grammar never came up as a topic. It means that grammar was erased as having anything to do 

with Turoyo, and just as in Arabic I have heard speakers call the standard language “neḥūī” 

(‘grammar language’), most of my study participants and the Suryoye with whom I’ve had 

discussions about the two varieties attribute all grammar to Kthobonoyo.  With the exception of 

discussions with those who were interested specifically in projects for standardizing Turoyo, all 

conversations I participated in about its differences from Kthobonoyo were limited to 

observations about lexicon and phonology. I had a conversation with one of my language 

teachers about this one day, and wrote about it in my fieldnotes in English so the conversation 

presented in Example 4.13 is the gist of it, not verbatim. 

Example 4.13 

1 Malfono: There are no rules for Turoyo.  

2 Keri: But I want to know if it is possible to use the present tense verb without -ko   

           or gë(d)?77   

3  Malfono: Give me an example 

4  Keri: Bu qayto, dëmxina cal ag gorone. (In summer, we sleep on the roofs.) 

5 Malfono: Lo. Bu qayto kodemxina cal ag gorone. (No. In summer we sleep on the  

      roofs.) 

He corrects the sentence by adding -ko to mark present tense. 

6 Keri: Then there are rules. If it is wrong for me to just say ‘demxina’ without -ko,  

            then there are rules.  

7 Malfono: There are no written rules. 

                                                 
77 k(o)- is a prefix used in Turoyo to indicate present tense, similar to the use of b- in many Levantine Arabic 

varieties. gë(d)- is a prefix marking future tense. No such prefixes are used in Kthobonoyo. To my mind, it is the 

most consistently salient difference between the two varieties.  
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8 Keri: Then there are unwritten rules. 

9  Malfono: OK there are unwritten rules. 

At my urging, then, he granted me that there are some sort of unspoken, unstandardized 

rules creating structure for Turoyo. He decided then that really the best thing would be to apply 

the rules of Kthobonoyo to Turoyo.78 Then one would have “şahane bir şey, mükemmel bir şey.” 

(An excellent thing, a perfect thing). He thinks, on the other hand, that the idea of having 

separate rules would create a complete discrepancy; “tamamile bir çelişki yaratır…sanki iki tana 

farklı Süryanice olurmuş gibi olur.” (as if there were two different types of Süryanice). He uses 

the evidential suffix -muş to emphasize the irreality of this idea in his mind. He does not really 

subscribe to the view that Kthobonoyo and Turoyo have their own separate identities. 

I realize as I write this how different are my conception of rules from his. By rules, I 

mean morphosyntax that communicates present and future tense, the ways in which past tense is 

formed, the way that numbers are expressed. I mean phonological rules that allow for a greater, 

more flexible phonemic range in Turoyo than in Kthobonoyo. I also mean pragmatic rules that 

index ‘insider’ versus language-learner, rules guiding idioms and turns of phrase. Above all 

perhaps I am referring to rules of prosody – the rhythm and flow of the language that determine 

if native speakers can comfortably listen to a learner speak.  

By rules I sense he meant the rules he was teaching me in Kthobonoyo lessons. The rules 

he was required to think about because he himself had learned them, as opposed to acquiring 

them in the manner he had absorbed Turoyo as a child.  Rules that allow him to sing the liturgy 

correctly in church, and even to read Kthobonoyo and translate it directly into Turoyo. Rules 

about participles and strong verbs with initial sibilant letters and tables and tables of pˁal, ethp’el, 

                                                 
78 Essentially what he seems to imply by this is simply the revival of Kthobonoyo as a living language. 
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paˁel forms etc. Of course, this malfono does not think in terms of Semitic language verb 

conjugation tables in the European philological style because he learned Kthobonoyo in church 

schools and the monastery. He thinks of conjugation therefore more as patterns of sounds than 

patterns of graphemes. Turoyo is not expressed in such complex conjugation patterns, neither by 

sound nor grapheme, but this does not mean that Turoyo lacks complexity or rules. It means, at 

least in part, that Turoyo lacks the careful standardization of Kthobonoyo. 

My Kthobonoyo lessons in Istanbul consisted of me reading aloud lessons I had carefully 

copied into Syriac Serto script into my notebook from the lesson book. Then I would either 

summarize for him what I had understood in Turkish, or carefully translate it into Turkish. My 

Turoyo lessons with the same malfono consisted of stunted conversations, or me bringing 

questions about words or attempts on my part to systematize the little that I knew. He could not 

understand why I would want to learn Turoyo, though he still loves it as a mother tongue.  

Talitha, who was born in Germany and has dedicated herself to learning both Turoyo and 

Kthobonoyo, also expresses her perception in Example 4.14 that collective rules exist in 

Kthobonoyo whereas Turoyo is a medium for individual expression of villages, even families:  

Example 4.14 

 

You know every, ah, qritho…every village has its own…not dialect, but a few 

different words to say. I know this, and I think it’s OK because every village 

has his own charm, his own character with this, ja – we are not all – we 

must not be in everything the same because sometimes the difference makes 

very interesting, yeah? So, this is not a problem, but, from the Kthobonoyo, 

we can take very much from the emm, right way, I say – but even though if 

the people would like to speak in their village dialects, some words, it’s OK 

because this is a special soul sometimes. It gives a special taste if you say it 

in the way you learned it; your grandfather talks it, so this is OK but the 

main thing this is good that we have Kthobonoyo, we can take very much 

always from…the Kthobonoyo opens us always the door to come back to 

the rules. 
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Like Denho who spoke of Kthobonoyo having a “taste” of bishops (or at least of a quality 

of ancientness), Talitha also contemplates the taste of the language, and echoes the description of 

closeness that Denho related to Turoyo through the connection to family (“grandfather”). 

Notably, she does not associate any variety of Turoyo with rules. In fact when I asked her 

directly about how she perceived the difference between them, she became confused, and stated 

carefully that she did not have a professional opinion (i.e. did not want to represent herself as an 

authority) but that the malfone for the language are the ones who can make these decisions for 

the speech community.   

In fact, there are written rules, such as in Otto Jastrow’s (1992) descriptive grammar of 

Turoyo, and in books and projects involved in standardization of the vernacular. However, these 

books and projects are generally created for academic use and bear little relevance to native 

speakers, nor in many cases do they even circulate into their sphere of awareness.  

I wanted to understand the saliency of the morphosyntactic differences between 

Kthobonoyo and Turoyo, so I sometimes asked participants whether they thought that the 

prefixes indicating present time (k/ko) or future time (g/ged) in Turoyo should be erased to 

resemble more closely the structure of Kthobonoyo. Taking the verb roḥem ‘to like/love’ as an 

example (only in the third masculine singular form to simplify the example), in Turoyo present 

tense koroḥem is simply expressed in the participle roḥem in Kthobonoyo, with no prefix. In the 

future, Turoyo’s gëroḥem or gëdroḥem ‘he will like,’ which simply adds a future prefix to the 

participle, an ‘n’ prefix attaches to the imperfect form: nerḥam ‘he will like.’ For the past tense, 

Turoyo’s rḥemle ‘he liked’ with the past suffix that usually indicates transitive form, is simply 

rḥem in Kthobonoyo. These are the types of differences I found curiously difficult for Suryoye 

not involved with language at an academic level to acknowledge as rules, as demonstrated in 
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Example 15 in the focus group session with Yuhanon, Sabri, and Aslan. Yuhanon, as usual, was 

the spokesman for the group. First, I asked them what they thought about the idea of 

standardizing Turoyo (‘reforming’ it). Yuhanon delved into the issue: 

Example 4.15 

1 Ama, şeydir, ah, islahat – 

But, it’s like, ah, reform –  

2 Kthobonoyonun grammarın icinden yapılırsa mantıklı oluyor. 

if it is done within the grammar of Kthobonoyo it will make sense. 

 

Again, Yuhanon expressed the idea that grammar corresponds to Kthobonoyo, not 

Turoyo. Rules, as Afrem, another šamošo from Tur ‘Abdin had already explained to me, belong 

to the written language that is learned in schools; schools are the foundation of rules. According 

to this ideology, the rules that were acquired in the language spoken at home are erased in a 

manner that can be described according to the nature/culture dichotomy. From this perspective, 

rules are a product of culture that must be passed on through formal pedagogical methods. The 

boundaries that shape a mother tongue spoken at home, on the other hand, are a mysterious 

product of nature.  

In Lines 3 through 6 of Example 4.15, Yuhanon takes exception to the practice of code 

switching, particularly pointing out the mismatch of grammatical structures that occurs and calls 

it an insult to language. The others nod and laugh in agreement. However, his answer reveals that 

he wasn’t automatically ready to think about Kthobonoyo and Turoyo as two different 

grammatical systems. Instead he highlighted Kthobonoyo as possessing grammar, and Turoyo as 

lacking it so much that the common practice was to insert any word into it in unregulated form.  I 

did not, in my question, suggest any particular ideal to aspire to. I had wondered what the group 

thought about the idea of creating standardized rules for writing the colloquial language, which 

led to the term ‘islahat’ in the context of the Turkish language reform under Atatürk as an 
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example of a conscious, controlled language policy change. Yuhanon thought immediately about 

the most salient objectionable direction in which he observes Turoyo moving, the liberal 

insertion of words from other languages into Turoyo expressions. 

3 Biz islahat yapmıyoruz. Direkt yabancı alıyoruz.  

We aren’t doing reform. We are taking foreign [words] directly. 

4 Mesela, şey diyor, 

For example, this kind of thing is said, 

5 ‘---- tux larke saymina tartışmış79 u medano.’ 

‘----come here let’s do discussed this thing.’  

6 Böyle, yani, böyle bi islahat olur mu? Bu dile hakaretdir. 

In this way, you mean, in this way there is reform? This is an insult to the      

language. 

  

I pressed Yuhanon to tell me his view specifically about the value of the present 

continuous prefix /k-/ko-/ and the future prefix /g-/gëd-/ in any planned reform of the language, 

and he responded: 

Example 4.16 

1 O ola bilir, ama bu dediğim tercüme şeklinde değil.  

That’s possible, but not in the translation form that I just mentioned. 

2 Yani, öyle alıp da saçmayına girildi  

I mean, to take it in this way leads to nonsense 

3 Ah, islahat iyidir, k-ler, g-ler, şey-ler – değişir – her şey olur, bunlar normal.  

Ah, reform is good, k’s, g’s, things – change – everything can happen, this is normal. 

4 Ama bi kelimeyi alıp, bi de o kelimeyi Türkçenin grammari gibi kullanmak, şey 

yapmak…   

But to take a word, and then to use it as if according to Turkish grammar, to do…  

5 o direkt zaten dil başka, yani o başka bir şey oluyor.  

in that case the language is directly different, I mean it becomes a different thing. 

6 Ama k-ler, g-ler, her şey değişir yani bunlar normal bir şeydir. Bunlar durdurmak da 

zordur. 

But k’s, g’s, everything changes, I mean this is a normal thing. Stopping these is also 

difficult.  

                                                 
79 In this sentence, the bold is in Turkish, the rest is in Turoyo 
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In Lines 3 and 6 in Example 4.16, Yuhanon articulates a lack of attachment to ostensibly 

the most immediately salient grammatical features that specify Turoyo from Kthobonoyo. They 

can change, he says...and at the same time he reflects it would be hard to stop people from using 

them (durdurmak is a causative form of ‘to stop’ in Turkish.) I understand this to imply a lack of 

(authoritative) control and a lack of concern about this feature of the language. In relation to 

authenticity, then, he does not appear to consider these highly prominent prefixes as an essential, 

original aspect to Süryanice the way that he does with the grammar of Kthobonoyo. These 

obvious grammatical differences between Turoyo and Kthobonoyo are perceived as occuring 

‘naturally,’ with no agentive interference, and have no negative connotations, in contrast to 

decisions to use lexical items that are considered outside the bounds of Süryanice, that Yuhanon 

refers to in Lines 4 and 5 of Example 4.16. These are perceived as agentive and evaluated 

negatively.  

The only Suryoye I met who told me that they do explicitly value those grammatical 

elements of Turoyo are those who are specifically working to preserve the language and perceive 

it as an individual, valuable, grammatical system. The irony in the fact that so many do not 

observe them as essential is that the lack of these /k/ and /g/ prefixes are (I would wager) a 

significant part of what gives Kthobonoyo its distinctively aged ‘taste.’  

Locus of linguistic authority 

 

 My exploration of the role of the Aramaic language in the lives of the Syrian Orthodox 

has led me to understand the presence of four major distinct yet overlapping sources of linguistic 

authority: The church, the academy, the family, and political groups. The underlying authority in 

Kthobonoyo originates in the authored works of the Church Fathers whose actions helped 

enshrine the language in the ritual of the church while simultaneously encoding rules to preserve 
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it from entropy and disintegration. Armbruster, who spent time living in a monastery learning 

both Turoyo and Kthobonoyo, found that “…authority rested in the language itself, its 

knowledge, its sources, and in those who were adepts” (2013:81). The underlying authority in 

Turoyo originates in the power of Tur ‘Abdin as the place that has gathered, held and kept 

(Casey 1996:28) the articulations and utterances of the Suryoye for longer than any other place 

in their perceived history. As mentioned in Example 4.10, repeatedly I have heard Suryoye draw 

on parents, siblings of parents and grandparents – whichever relatives are still living in or have 

lived the longest in Tur ‘Abdin – as the authority they rely on for knowledge of authentic 

Turoyo. Meanwhile, it is through the academy (by which I mean essentially, university scholars) 

that I have seen the greatest efforts to unite the authority of the church and the authority of the 

family, yet it also can come into conflict with both. Each of these areas involve politics, of 

course, and the political parties of Suryoye80 are made up of people connected in myriad ways to 

the church and/or the academy. 

 The process of determining what words should be used in the lexicon becomes 

complicated when authority stems from conflicting sources. The following examples 

demonstrate negotiations that the Suryoye make when deciding which authority to prioritize. In 

Examples 4.17 and 4.18, we see tension between the academy and the family/homeland. 

Examples 4.19 and 4.10 demonstrate pedagogical differences between the academy and the 

church that can affect how people learn and use the language (especially Kthobonoyo). Examples 

4.20 and 4.21 move the question of authority into the international arena, where the Suryoyo 

language struggles to compete for linguistic authority with Arabic in a Middle Eastern political 

context. 

                                                 
80 I do not treat the subject of Suryoyo political parties in depth, but I mention their presence in Chapter 2 in the 

context of chronotopic origin narratives.  
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 The practice of creating neologisms to strengthen the perception of authenticity in a 

language tied to an ancient tradition and used in current times relies on the authority of scholars, 

those well versed in knowledge of roots of words and convincing means of assembling 

morphological parts for the community. However, conflict comes into play via the risk that the 

generation of elders in Tur ‘Abdin, for example those who are monolingual in Turoyo, will then 

not understand the ‘purified’ Kthobonoyo-inspired neologisms. Yuhanon, in Example 4.17, made 

me aware of this danger, drawing on the authority of the elders in the village as counter to the 

authority of scholars working to create neologisms. 

Example 4.17 

1 Ama, onlar – onlar, sadece aydın insanlara bir şey söyleyebilirler. Benim anneme 

But, they – they, can only say something to educated people. They can’t say   

2 hiç bir şey söyleyemezler onlar. Annem da anlamaz onları, konuştukları zaman  

anything to my mother. My mother will not be able to understand them, when 

they are talking 

3 b-a-oğlum bunlar ne diyor diyecek...kötü bi şey, yani, eh- yok kötü bi şey değil 

de,  

she will say ‘hey my son, what are they saying’…it’s a bad thing, well, no, not 

really a bad thing, but 

4 yetersiz bir şey. 

an insufficient thing. 

 

In Example 4.18, Yuhanon contrasts two images to each other – one in Lines 1 through 3 

that describes his (rather extreme) image of the responsibility and authority involved in academic 

efforts to reinvigorate Süryanice in Europe, and one that describes his image of the way things 

could be if the Suryoye could regain enough sovereignty within Tur ‘Abdin to establish schools 

there based on an ideology of monolingual Süryanice. 
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Example 4.18 

1  Ne olacak - biri bütün heyatını Süryaniceye verecek kitaplardan başına kaldırmayacak 

 What will happen – someone will devote their whole life to Süryanice, not raising         

 their head from books 

2  eşini, çoklarını bi tarafa al-uh, atacak - öğle, gönülden giderse, bir şeyler olur. 

   uh, throwing their partner and children to the side – in this way, if it evolves from the  

   heart, something could happen. 

3    Başka şekil öğle, eh, Süryanice yürümez. 

            Any other way, eh, Süryanice won’t go on. 

4 ama, şeydir, Süriyede, İrakta köylerde filan yaşarsa, hiç profesör olmasına gerek yok.  

 but, actually, for those who live in the villages in Syria and Iraq, no professor is       

 necessary. 

 Here in Line 4, Yuhanon changes stance and shifts his first image of the most effective 

authority as the workaholic language professor to an image of mothers who live in the villages 

where Süryanice is spoken. He finds authenticity and linguistic authority here in the monolingual 

ideal via his own mother in Tur ‘Abdin, and her lack of ability to communicate in any other 

language (see especially Line 10). Sabri, in Line 14, agrees wholeheartedly with this idea. 

5    Annem profesör değil – Süryanice okuma yazma bilmiyor,  

 My mother is not a professor – she is not literate in Süryanice. 

6   ama, tıkır tıkır Süryanice konuşur. 

 But she speaks fluent Süryanice. 

7   Ve, yani Allaha çok şükür ediyorum Annem başka bir dil bilmiyor. 

 And, I mean, I thank God my mother doesn’t know any other language. 

8   Kürtçe bilseydi, dilimizi kirletirdi. Arapça bilseydi yine kirletirdi. 

 If she knew Kurdish, it would have sullied our language. If she knew Arabic [same] 

9    Türkçe bilmiyor, yine kirletirdi. 

 She doesn’t know Turkish, [or] again it would have sullied it. 

10   Ama, Süryaniceden başka bir dil bilmiyor, onun için en güzel Süryanice öğretti bize. 

 But, she doesn’t know any other language than Süryanice, therefore she taught 

 us the most beautiful Süryanice. 

11   Ama, her, her anne – benim Annem kadar şanslı değil – başka diller biliyor. 

   But, every, every mother – is not as lucky as my mother – they know other languages. 

12   Normalda çok güzel bir şeydir, bir insan başka diller bilmesi 

   normally it is a really lovely thing, for a person to know other languages. 
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13  ...ama bizim annelerimizin bilmemesi gerekiyor.... 

  ...but our mothers need not to know [them] 

14  Sabri: Kesinlikle. 

    Absolutely. 

 At a level already discussed previously, though the families in Tur ‘Abdin are often 

deeply religious, and it is a region full of churches and monasteries, and though some churches 

use Turoyo in the services, the Church is the base of authority primarily for Kthobonoyo, and I 

feel safe in claiming that family life in Tur ‘Abdin and its Suryoyo kinship relations is the 

primary base for Turoyo. The academy includes authoritative experts who work on both 

varieties: Syriac experts such as Sebastian Brock and George Kiraz, and Turoyo experts, such as 

Otto Jastrow and Shabo Talay. There are also experts who work on the etymological connections 

between the two, such as Aziz and Sina Tezel.  

 One site of friction occurs between the pedagogical methods used by the Church and by 

the academy in teaching Kthobonoyo. Suryoye can certainly make use of both methods, which 

leads to more thorough knowledge, but at times my study participants reported a disconnect 

between the two. Denho, for example, mentioned to me a search for someone to help him 

increase his abilities with the practice of sharḥ (elucidation) mentioned previously. “Actually, I 

need training with somebody who is able to do it well because I tried to do it – to learn it by 

myself but its really hard.” I asked if he was looking for a priest, then, to help him, and he 

explained in Example 4.19 why he was actually looking for someone who would be able to 

bridge both pedagogical methods 

Example 4.19 

The problem I would have with any priest or any people knowing Syriac from 

the Church is that they’re rejecting the European approach, the European 

philological approach of Syriac… [a teacher] who didn’t learn Syriac in the 

Church, but rather in the university, wouldn’t be helpful. 
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The pedagogical system used within the Church centers on the remembrance of sound 

and rhythm. By this system, sharḥ can be learned in the manner that he described above, based 

on repetition and memorization of sound patterns. The university system is based on abstract 

patterns. As in other Semitic languages such as Arabic and Hebrew, students learn patterns that 

are given numbers or even based on the sounds of the phonemes. The abstract system of learning 

does not lead intuitively to the practice of smoothly translating the Kthobonoyo into Turoyo, and 

it can lead to confusion for those who don’t study grammar according to the root and pattern 

system. In my experiences with language learning during participant observation, if I wanted to 

talk to Suryoye with a strong upbringing in the church about the names of the patterns, they 

would often ask me a question like “warum soll man so ‘was eigentlich kennen?” (why should 

one even know such things?) A conversation with one šamošto (deaconess) fluent in Turoyo and 

a talented singer of the liturgy in Kthobonoyo led to my startled realization that she struggled to 

re-envision the words she knew from childhood according to their classification by European 

morphogical terminology, and that she was surprised to realize that Turoyo, too, could be 

comprehended by the Semitic root and pattern system. 

From an angle in which the communicative properties of both Turoyo and Kthobonoyo 

are compared to Arabic, one goal of the political parties is to increase international power and 

agency for the Suryoye. In order to do this and use their own language I am tempted to claim that 

they practice a similar strategy to what is known in Arabic as ‘al-ˁarabīya-l-muthaqqafa’ 

(educated, or ‘cultured’ Arabic) – i.e. a blend of Standard Arabic and the local variety of the 

speaker. Terminology at a higher register of abstraction than day to day language can have, for 

the Suryoye, connotations to Kthobonoyo, yet when I’ve observed television channels such as 

Suryoyo Sat, from a grammatical standpoint, I’ve heard Turyoyo spoken, not Kthobonoyo 
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(unless it is a liturgical program).  From the standpoint of language ideology, we can observe a 

recursive (Irvine and Gal 1995) opposition between Suryoyo and Arabic, in which Arabic has the 

higher linguistic authority in international discourse. For example, Gawriye, as mentioned in 

Chapter 2, is a member of the Assyrian Democratic Organization. He calls attention to a larger 

scale in which Arabic is perceived to hold greater authority than Aramaic: the political arena. He 

emphasizes the need to re-establish words that evoke a more institutionally authoritative register 

in Turoyo and even Kthobonoyo. The transcript in Example 4.20 is mostly in Arabic but note 

that the underlined words are in Turoyo. 

Example 4.20 

1   …helaˀ majāl ˁamāle ˀana bi-s-siyāse 

…now, my work is in the political arena 

2    w hinti tˁarufī ṭālab muṣṭalaḥāt siyāsiya w muṣṭalaḥāt sosiolojiya ˁal al-mujtimaˁ 

 and you know the demand for political and sociological terms about society 

3 uh, hadul, mā fī ilu səhələ-l-muqābil bi ṭuroyo.  

Uh, these, there is nothing easy about translating them to Turoyo. 

4 Yumkin wa la bi-l-kthobonoyo. 

Maybe not even to kthobonoyo. 

5 tamām? meselen, “al-heya al-ˁaliya li-l-mufāwaḍāt”  

You know? For example, ‘the Supreme Commission for Negotiations” 

6 ana shlon biddi aḥkī an yakūn yəshtəghəl bi-s-siyāse wa bi-l-aḥzāb  

How should I say that [one] works in politics and in the [political] parties 

7 lama kān ‘amal interview, meselen, ʿala-t-televizion,  

when he would do an interview, for example, on television 

8 ah, as-suryāni, kān aktīr ashūf ṣaūbe, 

ah, in Suryani, I would really encounter difficulties, 

9 iza biddi anqəl il-fikra min il-‘arabi lil suryāni bi nefs ar-rūḥ!  

if I want to translate the idea from Arabic to Suryani in the same spirit! 

10 kān ˀaqdir ˀanqila wa lākin, uh, down-level...fī shī naqəs. fī shī naqəs. 

I can translate it however, uh, down-level...something is missing.  

11 yaˁni. bil-ˁarabi bes titˁalləmī “ad-dāfaˁ b-itijāh-il-ˁamalīya-s-siyasīya”  

As, in Arabic you simply learn ‘the impetus towards the political process’ 

12 wa la “kërëḥmina howe shroyo fuləṭiqoyo.”  
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Or “we would like there to be a political initiative.”  

13 kit furšono rabo. 

There is a big difference. 

14 fa “ad-defa‘ b-itijah” ya‘ni kit, uh, fī – 

Since “the impetus towards” means there is, uh, there is  

15 ‘aml siyāsi u jiḥd u manzūme ‘am yishtighilū hatta –  

a political process and effort and a system that are working in order to – 

16 bes kërëḥmina, këbëcina, huwe ... 

but we would like, we want, it is ... 

17 khafīf. Ya‘ni mā ya‘ṭi il ma‘na nefsu.  

Light. That is, it doesn’t bring the same meaning. 

Gawriye would like to see development in the Suryani language so that it could express 

concepts such as “liberty and citizenship and the state and power and laws and court” in a 

register that is distinct from the register in which one might order in a restaurant, or tell a fairy-

tale.  At this level one becomes aware of the semiotic interplay between the topics that a 

language is used for and the development (and acceptance) of the terminology by those using it. 

 The notion of Arabic maintaining a higher ground in international authority than Suryani 

may be the basis for the Arabic linguistic token for ‘yes,’ ‘naˁam’ being used as the register of 

address for the highest authorities in the Syrian Orthodox Church. The reason may also relate to 

the location of the Syrian Orthodox Patriarchate in Syria. The following example takes place 

when I am speaking with a focus group of Suryoye gathered in a home in Istanbul. They are all 

deeply involved in church life, and to the best of my knowledge, all of them are strictly aligned 

with the Aramaic perspective of the Syrian Orthodox chronotope of origin. Their family 

backgrounds are from Tur ‘Abdin, not Syria or any other Arabic-speaking country, so consider 

this example in light of Denho’s account of the views about Arabic (wood in comparison to 

Aramaic gold) among his church congregation. The context of Example 4.21 is my question as to 



162 

 

whether there are ‘foreign’ words that they consider acceptable in Süryanice. Again in this 

example I underline the Arab word naʿam for ‘yes.’ 

Example 4.21   

1 Matay: ama şimdi bir kalıp oluşur şey mesela,  

   but now there is a set pattern of speech, you know, for example 

2 uh, senden üstündeki insanlara naʿam diyorsun, mesela – 

uh, for people who are higher than you [in station] you say ‘naˁam’ [yes]            

for example – 

 

3    Markos: – Papaz olsun – 

                – If it is a priest – 

4    Zakay:    – eh! Kendi eşlerinde, daha altındakiler mesela – 

      – yeah! With your peers, those who are under you, for example – 

5 Markos:  – Metropolit olsun  

                  – If it is a bishop 

6 Zakay:  Evet. 

   Yes. 

7 Matay:  Ben mesela çocuklarla konuşuyorum 'naʿam’‚demiyorum, mesela.   

      I, for example, would not say 'naʿam’ when speaking with children 

8 Öyle bir – uslup var. 

There’s a kind of – style. 

9 Markos: ’Eh’ daha, yani, çocuklara daha, kullanılır 

     ‘Eh’ is more, like, is more used for children. 

Generally, in Kthobonoyo the word for yes is ‘īn’, and in Turoyo it is ‘eh.’ The use of 

formal Arabic ‘naˁam’ is remarkable. Other than the mention of it during this focus group, I have 

only heard it on occasions when my malfono was on the phone speaking with a bishop during 

our lessons. During this conversation, ‘īn’ did not appear. Instead, the speakers focused on the 

gap between ‘naˁam’ for those of higher station (I believe only in a church environment) and ‘eh’ 

for both peers and children. Otherwise, I have come across ‘īn’ in the following contexts: in 

written texts (Kthobonoyo), sometimes during my Kthobonoyo lessons in Istanbul, the few times 

I’ve happened to hear Suryoye speaking to each other in Kthobonoyo, consistently spoken by the 
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(two) people I know who use Kthobonoyo consistently instead of Turoyo, and as a kind of joke 

indexing more formal speech. For example, during a focus group that consisted of Gabriela and 

her brother Elias and a mutual friend, Elias made the decision from the very beginning to answer 

the IRB consent questions with “īn,” thus provoking laughter from the rest of us. 

 

Authenticity, authority and the written word 

 The controversy over how to establish linguistic authenticity and authority among the 

Suryoye becomes especially heated regarding the subject of writing – the material that will 

remain as a witness to the successful practices for centuries to come. The comparatively short 

history of writing the colloquial Aramaic used by the Syrian Orthodox has reflected various 

ideologies over the years. The written version of Turoyo developed by Yusuf Ishaq as a project 

initiated and supported by the Swedish National Board of Education in 1981 for the sake of a 

series of textbooks in Sweden called Toxu Qorena! (“Come, Let’s Read”) was composed of 

modified Latin letters. To develop the textbooks and gear them toward the Swedish population of 

Suryoye at the time, who heralded from both Midyat and Tur ‘Abdin, the authors “used a mixed 

(town-village) Turoyo” (Ishaq 1990:193). A useful survey of the materials developed for the 

writing of Surayt since that time can be found in the most recently produced textbook (and 

website), Šlomo Surayt (“Hello Surayt”, Talay 2017:4-5).81  

 As evidenced in the previous section, some Suryoye object to the very idea of writing 

Turoyo, for fear that it will detract from the study of Kthobonoyo and lead the community to 

corruption. From a completely divergent perspective, Denho questions the very assumption that 

the people of Edessa originally even spoke the variety of Aramaic that is now known as 

                                                 
81 The online version of this book, funded by a grant from the European Union. is located at the following web 

address: http://www.surayt.com/. 
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Kthobonoyo, the language of writing. It is, after all, possible that it was developed and 

standardized primarily as a literary language, and that the colloquial version of Edessa was 

distinguishably different. 

 The current diglossic situation for the Syrian Orthodox differs, from that of Arabic in 

that, as mentioned previously, Kthobonoyo is not even used for most of the programs on the 

Aramaic television channels. In the social media world where people tend to write as they speak, 

Turoyo is far more commonly used, and people would choose Kthobonoyo to write in much the 

same way as in speech – to identify themselves as members of a select, educated community, to 

index religion or authority, or for the purpose of creating humor by way of unexpected contrasts. 

Naturally Turoyo is used much more extensively over social media. Denho’s advice to me in 

Example 4.22 is to check facebook to see a range of orthographical practices for written Turoyo. 

Example 4.22 

Actually, one of the best places to see some Turoyo written is facebook. Even 

if it’s written in a very very very bad way, most of the time, and that you 

struggle to understand it sometimes, even if you speak the language, it’s one of 

the best places to see some Turoyo written. -- Denho  

 

This “bad way” that Denho describes is a result of the fact that Turoyo has not 

yet been officially standardized. The decision to write the colloquial language includes 

the semiotic problem of graphemes. Which alphabet(s) should be used – one or more of 

three Syriac alphabet varieties (Serto, Estrangelo, or the Eastern script commonly called 

Nestorian), Latin, and/or Arabic?  

All but one of my study participants told me that they found Serto to be the ideal 

script for a standardized Turoyo,82 but often went into detail about the obstacles 

                                                 
82 Barsomo, from Syria, liked the idea of an entirely new alphabet that might resemble Arabic even more than Serto 

already does.  
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involved for making it functional. Quite a few of them expressed that the Latin script 

has many advantages, and either preferred it or considered it a useful secondary script.  

Yahko, from Qamishli, told me that he finds the idea of writing the colloquial 

language challenging, though he views it as important. He prefers the Syriac script, by 

which he means Serto, though he was unfamiliar with that name when I asked him. 

Yahko prefers Serto ideologically as an emblem of Suryoyo identity, and from a 

practical level because it is “simpler,” clearer and more widely used than the other two 

scripts, as well as Romanization. By ‘simple’ and ‘clear’ he clarified that the letters and 

the sounds (phonemes) have a one-to-one correlation. By ‘widely used’ he includes 

both those Suryoye who would use Latin letters (from Turkey and Europe) and those 

who would use Arabic letters. He admitted that he himself doesn’t really use the Syriac 

alphabet for texts or emails. He uses a mix of Arabic and English, including the Arabic 

written in Latin characters often known as Arabizi (or Arabeasy). 

 George Kiraz coined the term ‘garšūnography’ as “a system for writing one 

language in a script that is sociolinguistically associated with another language: i.e. 

what is traditionally called Garšūnī”83 (2012:289). Gawriye mentions Garšūnī in his 

interview in the sense that Kiraz uses it, when explaining that he uses different 

alphabets with different groups in electronic communication in Suryani, depending on 

whether the people are more familiar with the Arabic alphabet, or the Latin alphabet. I 

ask Gawriye if he finds that this poses challenges for communication, and he responds 

“Uh, la’, al-Garšūnī, mā ktīr fī’u ṣaˁūbe fi-t-tawassul”  (Uh, no, there aren’t many 

difficulties in using Garšūnī for communication).  

                                                 
83 On the next page he specifies that “traditionally, writing Arabic in the Syriac script is called Garšūnī” (2012:291). 
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 Instead when Gawriye considers difficulties writing in Suryani he laments that the 

vocabulary doesn’t allow him to express himself with the authority he finds in Arabic. Sabri also 

declares that in an ideal world the alphabet used for Turoyo would be Syriac (without specifying  

a script). I threw the question to his focus group: which alphabet would they prefer for writing 

Turoyo, and Sabri answered: “Kendimiz. Bence kendi yazısı. Kendi – özüyle yani.” (Ours 

[Syriac]. I think our writing. Ours – between each other, I mean). Aslan nodded quietly in 

agreement. However, in Example 4.23, Yuhanon expressed more vehemently the issues with the 

practicality of using Syriac letters on a day-to-day basis. 

Example 4.23 

Şimdi eh, tabii ki hepimiz Süryanice diyeceğiz, ama hiç birimiz yapmıyoruz 

bunu. Yapacak bi şey yok. Ben, telefon nümera, şimdi yeni bir güncelleme 

geldi, ah, Süryani harflerine gösterdi. İki gün önce. Ama iki gün öncesinden, 

eh, üç gün önce, sadece çarp işaretleri vardı. Eh, ben gidip kime yazarsam 

çarp işaretleri gidecek, eh, bu – nasıl olacak? Olmaz. Uh – bi de – çok az 

insan zaten...yani ben sevgilime gidip, eh, “eno rahemnolakh” Süryani 

harflerle yazarsam, yine anlamayacak – yani, utopik şey yapmaya gerek yok. 

Tabii ki çok çok önemli Süryani harfleri yazmak, ve her, uh, dünyada kaç 

medeniyetin bi-alefbası var, yani, ve kaç tane alfabe Süryanice kadar eski, 

esnek, güzel ve estetik...bunların her şeyin farkındayız. Ama gelin, gerçeye 

dönelim, bir telefonda hangimiz kendi ailesiyle, sevgilisiyle, arkadaşıyle 

yazabilir. Çünkü okul yok...Eğer okulda öğrenmiş olsaydı belki biz onlarla 

çetleşebilirdik. Ama şimdi olmadığı için – mecburan, ingilis harflerle. 

 

Now, yeah, of course we all will say Süryanice, but none of us really do 

this. There is nothing to do about it. I recently got a new application on my 

phone that shows Syriac letters. Two days ago. But before two days ago, yeah, 

three days ago, there were only number signs. Yeah, like whoever I write to is 

going to receive number signs, eh, how’s this going to work? It can’t. Uh, 

also, in any case very few people…I mean say I go to my [girlfriend], eh, ‘I 

love you.’ If I write it in Süryani letters, she still won’t understand – I mean, 

there’s no reason to do a utopian [idealistic] thing. Of course, it is very very 

important to write in Süryani letters, and for each, uh – how many civilizations 

across the world have their own alphabets, I mean how many alphabets are 

as ancient, resilient, beautiful and aesthetic…we are aware of all these 

things. But come on, let’s turn to reality, how many of us can write to our own 

families, loved ones, and friends on our phones. Because there is no 
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school…if they could learn at school maybe we could chat with them. But 

because there are not at present – we are forced to write with English letters. 

 

 Unwilling to give up optimism, I suggest that perhaps Yuhanon sees this as a transitional 

phase, “inshAllah” (God willing). His response, in Example 4.24, was intense so he could 

impress upon me the seriousness of the situation. 

Example 4.24 

1 VAllah önemli değil, seve seve değil... yani – biz, kullanmak zorundayız, yani. 

By God it’s not that it’s important, it’s not out of desire, I mean – we have to use it. 

2 başka çaremiz yok, yani, Süryanice.... 

3 There’s no other option, I mean, Süryanice.... 

4 Bi de, inshAllah ileride diyorsunuz? 

Also, you said ‘inshAllah’ just now? 

5 Eh...yani Süriye boşaldı, boşalıyor, İrak boşalıyor, 

Eh...I mean Syria became, is emptying [of Suryoye], Iraq is emptying, 

6 Türkiye’de zaten, doğru deriz bir şey yok, 

Even in Turkey, if we’re really honest there is nothing, 

7 Yani bunun inşAllah’ı maşAllah’ı yok zaten  

I mean there’s no ‘inşAllah’ or ‘maşAllah’ to this  

8 bi de kullanılmayacak, yani, her şey belli yani,  

It won’t be used again, I mean, everything is clear. 

9 çünkü biz kendi yerimizde ancak konuşa biliriz,  

Because we can only talk in our own place 

10 biz yabancının yanında kendi alifbamızı zor, yani, 

I mean it’s difficult [to use] our own alphabet when we are living among 

foreigners 

 

 In addition to the difficulties with adapting to the external pressures when other 

orthographic systems play a dominant role, tension about the alphabet is also located internally 

in debates between the Church and the academy. Malke speaks openly when I ask about whether 

or not it would be a good idea to create rules of standardization for Turoyo. “We have to have 

rules,” he states, “otherwise it’s not working. But – we have to be careful –” he explains that the 

tension about orthographic choice is based on the worry on the side of the Church about 
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‘supplanting’ Kthobonoyo with Turoyo, in contrast to the scholarly worry about the eventual loss 

of Turoyo, as demonstrated in Example 4.25.   

Example 4.25 

 

Well, I have to quote [Otto] Jastrow84… [when he came to speak at an Aramaic 

symposium] …the audience was so much ‘yeah, we need Kthobonoyo, we 

need our old language’ and he’s like ‘Look guys’ – he said it for the audience – 

‘Kthobonoyo is already dead. But Turoyo’s on the way (to be dead) And we 

have to keep Turoyo. We have to preserve it. We have to write it down. We 

have to write books’ – all these kind of things. This was the period before we 

had, books written in Turoyo for example.  

 

 In Example 4.26 Malke shows that he is willing to contemplate both the mainline Church 

perspective that favors diminishing the role of Latin letters as much as possible, and that of the 

academy often favors establishing a system of Latin letters either along with or instead of Syriac 

letters for Turoyo. 

Example 4.26 

I know that the Church is very much against having the Latin letters in that 

context – like, some bishops are with, some, are against, I know that also but, 

there are more bishops saying we need those Aramean letters even for 

Turoyo, and we don’t have to have Latin letters in that case. Of course, we 

both know its much easier for [those in] Europe to learn with Latin letters 

instead of Aramean letters, this is the way it is…  

sometimes when you have symposiums and you have like the academics 

talking and then you have the Church talking, they’re not with each other, 

they’re against each other. The point is we have to work hand-in-hand. It’s 

very obvious…that we need universities working on the case. It’s very obvious 

that we need people working on the subject with an objective view on that, an 

on-the-sides view on that because you work differently, yani. And it’s not so 

emotional and its more from a distance – clean. I like the clean essence out of 

it, you know? 

 

Malke goes on to say both that he wishes for the community to take advantage of the 

benefits of both types of graphemes, and that he is personally already using both – Latin letters 

for writing text messages, and Syriac letters for reading (which he finds much easier than trying 

                                                 
84 A German scholar who has written an important descriptive grammar of Turoyo (Jastrow 1992).  
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to read books or long texts in Latin letters). Likewise, Denho has a flexible view about the value 

of developing more than one alphabet to use for writing the colloquial language. In contrast to 

Malke, however, his reason for preferring Latin for Turoyo is to avoid seeing the diacritics used 

in Syriac adapted to the vernacular. He explains in Example 4.27 that although the Syriac holds a 

high value for community identity, he finds the common practice of extensively using diacritic 

vowels for Turoyo written in Syriac letters taxing on his eyes.  

Example 4.27 

…it’s again the identity factor. Actually, it’s easier for me to read it in the 

Latin alphabet. It’s easier – even, because when your eye is used to Classical 

Syriac, when you see Turoyo full of vowels, you just, you just want to remove 

all of them. 

 

 The decision to use a high amount of diacritic vowels for Turoyo is based on the idea that 

Turoyo has a wider phonemic range than Kthbonoyo, based on language contact and on regular 

sound change for a language not ‘frozen’ by standardization. It is also based on the idea of 

incorporating loan words which don’t follow the phonetic rules of Kthobonoyo. Denho disagrees 

that the practice is fully necessary and should be minimized, under the assumption that most of 

the time an educated reader will be able to work out the necessary vowels from context. He 

admits, at the same time, that many potential readers would not be educated to that level. 

 Denho’s first response to my question about using Latin graphemes, Arabic graphemes, 

or any of the Syriac alphabets was, “Actually, you could take the ‘s’ off ‘alphabets’, because 

nobody would write Surayt or Turoyo with East Syriac alphabet, it makes no sense, and neither 

with Estrangeloyo85, I think. Because…” He categorizes Estrangeloyo as appropriate for 

                                                 
85 Estrangelo is the default font for Windows – therefore it can appear on Internet documents in the place Serto 

would be more traditionally used. Estrangeloyo is the Suroyo word for Estrangelo, which is based on Greek 

strongúlos ‘rounded’  
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headings and monuments.86 At present, he perceives it as “unthinkable” that a monument would 

be written in Turoyo, “because still Classical Syriac is the language of monumental things.” 

However, he foresees a potential future change in status if standardization takes effect.  

 In the end, the most convincing argument that my study participants made for the 

preservation of the use of the Syriac alphabet for Turoyo is that, as Gawriye sums up in Example 

4.29, “kull al-mašrūˁ mašrūˁ hawīya” (the whole project is an identity project). Yaqoub, who 

distinguishes himself as the only participant in my study to speak consistently in Standard 

Arabic, finds the modernization of the Syriac alphabet to adapt it to Turoyo as vital to the 

continuity of the language. Example 4.28 shows his praise for the efforts of the Aramaic Online 

Project. 

Example 4.28 

…fī taḥwīl al-luġa  – al-ḥarf as-suryāni ila ṭuroyo. wa hādhihi ˀafḍal khatwa 

ḥaqaqa-l-mašrūˁ li-ḥat-alān. innahu wāḥḥad al-ḥarf as-suryāni li yəkūn ṣāliḥ 

l-istəkhdāmihi fī aṭ-ṭuryoyo. wa hādhihi ˁaməlīya mūhima jiddan. lidhālik aˁā, 

min aḍ-ḍarūrī an yəkūn li hādha-l-khat huwīya. wa bi hādha-l-huwīya yumkin 

an arbəṭ an-nās bi swed, wa almāniya, wa sūriya, wa ˁiraq, wa ḥatā al-

hind…fa hādhi-l-ˁaməlīya tusehhəl li an yəkūn istəmrār tarīxī min al-

kthobonoyo ila ṭuroyo wa ḍumən hūwa maṣīr al-huwīya as-suryānīya. hm? wa 

hādha ˁaməl muhim. 

 

…there is a conversion of the language – the Suryani letters [Syriac script] into 

Turoyo. And this is the best step that the project has accomplished up to now. 

Because it has standardized the Suryani letter to become appropriate for use in 

Turoyo. And this is a very important process. Therefore, I perceive that it is 

essential for this script to have an identity. And by this identity it is possible to 

connect the people in Sweden, and Germany, and Syria, and Iraq, and even 

India…so this process facilitates the historical continuation from Kthobonoyo 

to Turoyo and at the core is the progress of the Suryani identity. Hm? And that 

is important work. 

                                                 
86 According to Kiraz (2012), the first known manuscript demonstrating the practice of mixed scripts is dated from 

the 16th century, just as Denho describes above. 
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 In Example 4.29, Gawriye discusses the reasons for his preference for the Syriac 

alphabet. He approves it for authenticity, asserting phonological reasons, but can acknowledge a 

need for the Latin alphabet as well. Despite the fact that he uses either Arabic or Latin letters for 

both SMS and for email depending on the recipient, he believes in the project of developing 

technology and education in order to foster continued use of Syriac alphabet. 

Example 4.29 

ˀana ufaḍḍel al-abəjedīye as-suryānīya. Liannaha al-ˁakṯar qudra ˁala at-taˁbīr 

ˁan an-naṭq as-suryāni. Ya‘ni ˀana lish biddi adawwər ˁan tarakīb ḥurūf ‘ess, 

atch, kəkh, əf’ – baynama -n ˁandi…tamām? Fa, lāˀ! A, tā, hatta ḥāfiz ˁala 

khususīyāt hay, wa-l-huwīya, yilli hīya-l-asās, wa kull il-mashrūˁ mashrūˁ 

huwīya. Fā, lāzim nstakhdam al-ḥarf as-suryāni, wa, ul - an-naṭq al-ˁāmi an-

naḍīf, ul –min al, min al-manbaˁ, an ḥawwal qadar il-imkān yəkūn ˀaqrab la 

rūḥ al-luġa.  

 

I prefer the Syriac alphabet. Because it is more capable of expressing Suryani 

speech. I mean, why should I look for the [composition] of the letters ‘s’, ‘h’, 

‘k’, ‘f’ – when I already have them…see? So, no! In order to protect these 

special qualities, and the identity, which is the foundation, and the whole 

project is a project of identity. So, we need to use the Syriac letters, and the 

clean colloquial speech from the source, to come as close as possible to the 

spirit of the language. 

 

“Rūḥ al-luġa bi-l-ḥurūf!” (The spirit of the language is in the letters!) I exclaim. 

“Na‘am.” (yes) he affirms. 

Chapter summary 

 I began this chapter with a quote connecting language with belonging in a family, 

followed by an anecdote about a time when I was asked to translate an email from English to 

Turkish to a Suryoyo in Istanbul and then reply in English to his Suryayto colleague in Sweden. 

Both Suryoye were fluent in Turoyo, and one at least knew Kthobonoyo, but they didn’t choose 

to write emails about a complicated situation in their language, they chose an intermediary 

instead.  
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 Kthobonoyo is highly standardized, and in part because of its clearly defined rules, it has, 

if not survived as a living, breathing, developing language, at least become to some extent 

immortalized. Turoyo is not presently standardized, so though its speakers have very strong 

views on what one can and cannot say to speak it correctly, the folk ideology of the language 

says that it has no rules, as if its shape is natural, not following the clean lines laid down by the 

Church Fathers (and their predecessors) to fulfill the mission of creating Kthobonoyo.  

 Suryoye have told me that they find that Kthobonoyo has an ancient taste, connected to 

bishops, and Turoyo tastes like generations of home, but neither of these alone allow them a seat 

at the table internationally. Is it possible to use them together, or would that destroy the character 

of one or both varieties? What parts of each can be merged together and accepted by the people? 

These are open-ended questions, but I posit that the pioneers of the movement toward Turoyo 

language rejuvenation will need to approach their answers by taking the pillars of linguistic 

authenticity and authority carefully into consideration. 
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CHAPTER 5: AGENCY IN THE REJUVENATION OF ARAMAIC IN SYRIAN 

ORTHODOX COMMUNITIES 

 

“Yapacak bir şey yok.” (There is nothing that can be done.) We are sitting on the stone 

roof of a house in a village in Tur ‘Abdin. The summer breeze rustles the pages of the book my 

Süryani host Rafi is explaining to me in Turkish: Turabdin: Lebendiges Kulturerbe. Living 

Cultural Heritage. Canlı Kültür Mirası by Hans Hollerweger (1999).  Written in German, 

English, and Turkish, it is a photograph documentary of the villages and lifestyles of the Syrian 

Orthodox in Tur ‘Abdin. He is telling me the stories of the people who disappeared from the 

villages during the waves of violence such as the Seyfo. His words of hopelessness are pointed 

toward the past, but his tone includes a question about the future of his people. Later he 

expresses part of that question: “Yahudiler nasıl İbranice’yi canlandırdılar?” (How did the Jews 

revitalize Hebrew?) 

I deliberately start this chapter with a negation of agency because it was precisely at that 

moment in the conversation on the roof of the house that I fully committed to this dissertation 

topic. What does it mean, ‘there is nothing that can be done?’ I am inspired by Bernard Perley 

who focuses on agency regarding the potential future of his language, the Maliseet language. He 

is optimistic that the community members themselves, as individuals and in small groups can 

affect the continuation of their language by way of their own agency. His goal is to increase 

discourse about the relationship between “community actions and decisions” (2011:9) and the 

survival of the language. 

 In this chapter, I work with a multi-tiered perspective on agency. Most specifically I am 

interested in linguistic agency, by which I mean the power to creatively affect change through 

language. The focus of the change I discuss here is the state of endangerment of Turoyo. The 
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question is, can this be turned around, and by whom? What type of agency are individuals able to 

creatively express toward the survival of a language considered to be the heart of their 

community? How do coordinated group interactions enhance the ability of a community to 

realize a desired goal? I base my approach on Agha’s process of register formation (2007: 149) 

to examine the ways in which agency operates at each level of social interactions among the 

Syrian Orthodox communities. I envision a metaphoric pyramid of interactions from ‘bottom’ 

(individual), ‘middle’ (community of practice), and ‘top’ (institutional), and hypothesize that 

each level offers both opportunities for different types of agency that mobilize in different 

manners, as well as different types of restrictions based on the social acceptance or rejection of a 

given use of a semiotic element (or cluster of elements) in a communicative act.  

 

Agency  

 Agency is a nebulous word easily embued with meanings that fit multiple contexts and 

intentions.  In a survey that Laura Ahearn (2001) compiled on the history of the use of agency in 

anthropological theory up to the current century, focusing on theorists such as Giddens, 

Bourdieu, Sahlins and Ortner, she traces early use of the term ‘agency’ in the field of 

anthropology to the 1970s. She sees the use of agency at that time as a reaction against 

structuralist erasure of the role of individual people in the creation of the very social structures 

which in turn influence individual actions. As she puts it, problems related to agency encompass 

conceptualization of “personhood, causality, action, and intention” (2001:112). Because action is 

the most concretely transparent of the four concepts, scholars have a tendency to use the words 

‘actor’ and ‘agent’ interchangeably. Ahearn is influenced by Karp (1986:137, cited in 2001:113), 

who distinguishes between an actor and an agent by categorizing an actor as a being that follows 
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rules set by someone or something else, whereas an agent is creatively able to use power to 

“bring about effects” and “(re)constitute the world.” 

 Although inherent to the concept of agency is the understanding that the possibility must 

exist for the agent to act within a limited degree of freedom, Ahearn points out the dangers for 

anthropologists in following a philosophical trend of equating agency with free will in and of 

itself, or individual intentionality within a concrete bounded self. Her problem with this concept 

is that it “ignores or only gives lip service to the social nature of agency and the pervasive 

influence of culture on human intentions, beliefs, and actions” (2001:114). When working to 

understand the dynamics of a group, she is open to learning their culturally understood notion of 

agency – which could as well be located in collectives as in individuals, or in split parts of a 

‘same’ self, or in animals, inanimate objects, signs, or spirits (2001:112). In contrast, Ahearn 

shows that an overemphasis on free will can lead to the idea that only certain people (e.g. “Great 

Men” of history) are in ‘possession’ of agency. 

 For Ahearn, it is important to keep in mind that the social environment creates limitations 

on some actions and encourages others, hence by her definition, “agency refers to the 

socioculturally mediated capacity to act” (2001:112). She points out that the importance of 

analyzing agency from a linguistic anthropological perspective lies in the practice of peeling 

away the layers of power and responsibility of individuals and groups who are constructing their 

social reality together regardless of their consciousness of the process.  

 Agha (2007: 230), focuses on agency specifically in relation to “culturally enregistered 

models of action.” By enregisterment, he means “[semiotic] processes through which a linguistic 

repertoire becomes differentiable within a language as a socially recognized register of forms” 

(190). He argues that enregisterment is a result of habits occurring among the participants 
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involved in repeated communication events over time. He becomes concerned with the role of 

agency in the process of “sedimentation of habits” (228). Agha is opposed to the radically 

structuralist aspects of Bourdieu’s habitus. He critiques Bourdieu’s suggestion that large-scale 

institutions “are the principal agents of inscription” (229) – and that in comparison, the 

individual follows their dictates and lacks agency. As a linguistic anthropologist, Agha objects 

most strongly to Bourdieu’s conception of the habitus as being “transmitted without passing 

through language and consciousness” (Bourdieu 1991:51). He demonstrates instead how it is 

discursively co-constructed by way of metalinguistic processes, with varying levels of 

opaqueness and transparency (levels of conscious awareness).  

 Agha presents his model of “three levels of engagement with register phenomena” (149 

Figure 3.1) from the sociopolitical level to the utterance in context level to the semiotic 

repertoire level, using a diagram showing the three levels with the sociopolitical at the bottom 

with an arrow pointed up, noting that at each level higher on that conceptual schema it becomes 

easier for any participant in a communicative event to identify and typify the register formations 

(or fragments of them): “Encounters with utterances are moments within larger sociohistorical 

processes through which particular forms acquire recognizable values for particular social 

domains of users and thus become available for effective use in utterances” (2007: 149). 

 Agha describes his model of agency as being socially interconnected in the sense that if a 

person is unable  (or presumably unwilling) to interpret the signs involved in a given 

communicative event in the way that the sender(s) expect them to, the communication will not be 

felicitous and the freedom to behave in the social event will be limited (though Agha notes that 

“implicit reflexive strategies are always available for getting around these constraints” 2007: 

231). Agha’s agentive ‘degree of freedom’ is affected by two measurements; the measurement of 



177 

 

the speaker/writer’s “place within the social order,” and the measurement of the degree of 

freedom afforded by that position in the given social structure. He notes that a “high” position in 

the hierarchical order does not necessitate a “high” degree of freedom, since for example high 

social status can carry strict rules and obligations.   

 

Agency at the individual level 

 I approach this multi-tiered schema for understanding agency in the Syrian Orthodox 

language rejuvenation process knowing that the boundaries around how to determine who and/or 

what has agency at each level are blurry and easy to lose track of.  My hope and intention are 

that simply the act of considering agency in this context can be fodder for future discourse, 

research and initiatives. In this light, I will start examining the idea of ‘individual agency’ in 

contrast to ‘institutional agency.’ Ahearn (2001:120), in her contemplation of agency in relation 

to hegemonic power, cites Williams (1977) and Ortner (1989) in the critical analysis of the 

relationship between institutional structures and individual agency: 

As Williams (1977, p. 113) notes, ‘The reality of any hegemony, in the 

extended political and cultural sense, is that, while by definition it is always 

dominant, it is never either total or exclusive.’ Because of the tensions and 

contradictions inherent in the habitus, actors are neither free agents nor 

completely socially determined products. Instead, Ortner (1989, p. 198) 

suggests that they are ‘loosely structured.’ The central question for practice 

theorists, then, is determining how such loosely structured actors manage at 

times to transform the systems that produce them.  

 

 I have chosen the examples that I bring in to this section based on an effort to locate 

creative choices that enable individual Suryoye both to use their language even when the 

linguistic culture around them is oppressive, as I have discussed in previous chapters occuring 

both in the homelands and in the diaspora. I am also interested in the capacity of individuals to 

affect the use of language by other individuals or institutions. I bring in the following brief 
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anecdote as an example of an individual whose wide vocabulary demonstrated more influence 

than he intended. The individual, a šamošo, used to write plays in Suryoyo language, he said, 

that were performed at church services. The plays tended toward comedy and in one he had 

forgotten himself and included vulgar language in Turoyo. To his embarrassment, this play was 

performed on the church stage for all to see. Yet afterward, the bishop of his region told the 

congregation that because the Suryoye are in such danger of losing their language, he supported 

even the use of the vulgar aspects of it for the sake of language maintenance. This šamošo did 

not intend for his use of language in a vulgar register to become incorporated into an exhortation 

by a bishop towards fervor for language maintenance, but it had that effect. 

 Blommaert (2105) discusses the inequality of contextual access within social 

relationships. Citing Hymes 1996, Wortham 2006, and Agha 2011, he points out that the 

individual who will have the most influence on others will be the one “…who has the capacity to 

create voice, to be a creative meaning maker in the eyes of others and someone who has access 

to the resources to make sense of these meanings.” I observed through my fieldwork that 

individuals who were strong participants in the Church, the institution upon which the 

community is based, were often able to develop the authority to become active in projects for 

training and spreading the language to others. Those who participate in academic study also tend 

to gain such authority, and those few who I observed participating at a high level in both 

institutions were very highly respected for their language use within the community. Part of this 

authority comes from the ability to use both Kthobonoyo and Turoyo and benefit from both 

language systems. Denho’s experiences, as related in Example 5.1, help me understand this 

connection: 
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Example 5.1 

I think that the fact that I know Classical Syriac and I’m singing it in the church 

helps me to have a better accent, to know how to put the accentuation…and also 

for the differentiation of phonemes, I think that the fact that I know Classical 

Syriac, I’m able to read it, to write it, helps me a lot to pronounce it much better. 

 

 Denho has also found the practice of sharḥ (elucidation) 87 to be a means of 

learning and developing his Turoyo, and not only that, but that his study of Turoyo also 

helps him more clearly understand Kthobonoyo, and helping him to understand more 

clearly meanings that have gotten lost in the habits of automatic repetition, and even to 

challenge authority on authenticity of translation, as illustrated in Example 5.2. 

Example 5.2 

For example, you know in the church I told you about this sharḥ, this 

immediate translation, like you read in Classical Syriac in your head, [and out 

comes Turoyo]…You know when I began the sharḥ, I was not able to 

speak, uh, Turoyo. But you wonder, how can I translate from a language I 

don’t know to another language I don’t know. So, I was just learning by 

heart in the beginning. So the priest was reading something. I was just, like, 

there were some words I knew, like the [definite] article, like some words that 

were staying the same, some of them I knew the meaning, you know, but 

sometimes …just repeating what the priest was saying without 

understanding…yeah, in sharḥ, because it became a kind of automatism. Like, 

you see this word you say that, yeah, substituting of one word by another one. 

And, actually, the more I learn …to speak Turoyo, the more I’m happy 

because sometimes I understand a word that I was saying before without 

understanding. Now I know the meaning. Sometimes I just check on the 

dictionary, what was the meaning of the Syriac word, and then I was 

sometimes finding out that the translation of the priest was not perfect, 

that we should adapt it to another word in Turoyo, or something…For 

example, the word gazebro. A lot of people when they do sharḥ, they say 

‘avokat’, so, ‘lawyer’. Which makes no sense. It’s a treasurer. Which is 

something completely different. And I don’t know why everybody is saying 

‘avokat’. 

 

                                                 
87 Kiraz calls this practice “alloglottography” which “denotes the practice of writing a text in one language and 

reading it in another” (2012:359). He relates that this practice dates back at least to Aramaic under Darius the Great 

(522-486 BCE) when messages that were written in Aramaic would be read aloud in Persian or other languages.  
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 I bring in Denho’s experiences with sharḥ because I see them as an example of 

increasing communicability through actively working to accumulate access to multiple registers 

of a language. In his reflection on how forming the bonds between Turoyo and Kthobonoyo 

helped him to increase his skill in each language, he also learned that a priest’s authority does not 

automatically transfer authentically across sources of context, though due to the linguistic 

authority invested in a Syrian Orthodox priest, it is easy to see that many šamoše might not 

question and instead transmit a certain translation as they hear it. The ability to productively 

integrate registers mirrors Bakhtin’s sociolinguistic concept of language containing not just 

horizontal distinctions such as dialects (linguistic-distributional variation) but also vertical ones 

such as genres and professional jargons (linguistic-social variation).  

I wanted to know what motivating factors prompted Denho to delve deeply into Aramaic, 

to learn much more than that which is spoken in his family and general church community. He 

explained that his passion for it was ignited by the music (Example 5.3), and at a later moment, 

recalled the importance of cross-generational communication in the context of his family, 

because he has grandparents with whom Turoyo is the strongest shared language (Example 5.4). 

Example 5.3 

Actually, for example, yeah, even when I was not talking really well in 

Aramaic, we were always listening to Aramaic songs in the car. And I was – I 

was just repeating things without understanding anything. And then, when I 

got better at the language, and I began to understand what it was talking about, 

I was so happy.  

Example 5.4 

Yeah, actually I did it, because, yeah, I needed to communicate. But, it was 

necessary, because I am from the second generation, so, to communicate with 

the first generation, we needed Aramaic. So, the generation after me won’t 

need it…they will learn it if they want to learn it, and if from their childhood, 

we teach them. But, if we don’t teach them in their childhood, it’s finished.  
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No matter how much individual mastery a person cultivates in the Suryoyo language, if 

they are not able to communicate in it effectively with others, it does not lead to agency. Abdo is 

a father, fluent in Suryoyo, married to a woman who is not a native Suryoyo speaker. He spoke 

to me about the difficulties of motivating his children to speak in Suryoyo with him, though their 

level of understanding is high. He finds it easy enough to stay in Suryoyo while speaking but 

challenging to refuse to respond if they answer in another shared language. In this instance we 

see the dynamic in which multilingual people (the children) have the agency to decide not only 

how much to use one language, but also how much freedom to allow a speaking partner who 

wishes to carry out an effective communication with them. Abdo observed a further dynamic in 

the choice of one of his daughters to use Suryoyo to affect a desired outcome: “But then when 

she wants really something, ahh, happening – or when she wants my attention, then she knows 

which strings to pull, so then she speaks a few words.” 

 Philip is another young Suryoyo who fits many of the descriptive terms I have used 

already – a polyglot šamošo, first generation born in Europe with parents from Tur ‘Abdin, 

fluent in Turoyo, literate and able to speak in Kthobonoyo.  A conversation with him illustrates 

two of the basic considerations he takes into account when making the decision whether or not it 

will be effective to use Turoyo (or Kthobonoyo – in Example 5.5 he uses the German term for 

term Aramaic which can mean either) with another speaker.  

Example 5.5 

...das heißt, ja, wenn es machbar ist, benutze ich natürlich gerne das 

Aramäische, für mich muss aber gewährleistet sein dass mein 

Gesprächspartner mich versteht, um, und auch dass, also ja, die Ästhetik 

spielt für mich auch eine gewisse Rolle beim – beim Sprechen. 

 

…that is, yeah, when possible, I am naturally happy to use Aramaic, but I also 

need to be assured that my conversation partner understands me, and also 

that, yeah, the aesthetic plays a certain role in speaking.  
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The two features, then, are the assurance that the speech partner actually understands the 

words spoken (which presumes a significant amount of vocabulary words), and what he 

describes in a prior excerpt as the aesthetic – for example if he does not know an Aramaic word 

he would often prefer to use an Arabic word than a German one, because Arabic is a closer 

phonemic system to Aramaic. This is dependent upon individual semiotic connotations – for 

other people, for example, German would be preferable because Arabic is too strongly associated 

with those by whom they, their families and/or their ancestors have likely been persecuted for 

their religion. The second feature, the assurance that a speech partner can understand, is 

complicated by a phenomenon that often occurs during multilingual conversations. Malke 

describes it in Example 5.6 as “sneaking”:  

Example 5.6 

So when you sit together – and this is the funny thing here – when we sit 

together sometimes and you have five families come from the US – you know 

especially at weddings, people come from Sweden, people coming from 

Germany others come from France – they speak Suryoyo, this is the base, and 

then they mix up French words, or Swedish words, and I know exactly - they 

don’t know, they don’t understand each other in that moment, but everybody’s 

sneaking! 

 

By sneaking, he means people pretending to understand the speaker when in fact they 

don’t. This is a point which leads to the need for work at more coordinated group levels to 

maintain communicative integrity in the language.  

 

Agency in communities of practice 

The sneaking example in the previous section shows the complicated relationship 

between individual interactions and what may constitute any smaller group such as a family or a 

‘community of practice’ among the Syrian Orthodox. Pretending to understand is a form of 

compensation for the fact that waves of diaspora spanning two centuries have left families spread 
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across the globe, and family members have learned it in vastly different linguistic environments, 

if they have learned it at all.  There are very few monolingual speakers of Turoyo remaining in 

the world. Such speakers are for the most part women over the age of perhaps sixty, living in a 

few villages in Tur ‘Abdin which have maintained a population of solely (or almost solely) 

Süryani people. Some of the women have stayed primarily within the villages and have rarely 

taken part in any kind of relationship with speakers of other languages, and so have had no need 

to learn, for example, Turkish or Kurdish. Apart from this specific situation, however, the use of 

Turoyo is essentially always an alternative to at least one other language, and it is most often the 

lesser known option. The choice to use Turoyo in interactions with speakers outside of a family 

or a small group who have made it a standard practice, becomes an effort to fight the 

gravitational pull of a stronger shared language. Even within such small groups the desire to 

codeswitch or shift frequently to a more dominant societal language may be difficult to resist.  

 Communities of practice are a strong way for individual Suryoye to fight that 

gravitational pull, if they are either focused on learning Suryoyo language, or working on a 

project while using it. By communities of practice, I mean the concept developed by cognitive 

anthropologist Jean Lave (1991) and educational theorist Étienne Wenger (1998) in the context 

of learning psychology. They subsume within this concept the following four components: 

meaning, practice, community, and identity. Most specifically, they define practice as “a way of 

talking about the shared historical and social resources, frameworks, and perspectives that can 

sustain mutual engagement in action” (Wenger 1998:5). Eckert and McConnell-Ginet (1992:464) 

who have introduced the ‘community of practice to sociolinguistics and linguistic anthropology, 

differentiate the concept from the traditional notion of community, “primarily because it is 

defined simultaneously by its membership and by the practice in which that membership 
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engages.” In their succinct definition (464): “a community of practice is an aggregate of people 

who come together around mutual engagement in an endeavor. Ways of doing things, ways of 

talking, beliefs, values, power relations-in short, practices – emerge in the course of this mutual 

endeavor.” 

 One of the smallest communities of practice can be a family, and family is the anchor of 

community for the Suryoye: “one of the cornerstones in Syriac society” (Talay 2017:63). In fact, 

the traditional way to express identity among the Suryoye is to announce what ‘house’ you are 

from: 

 A family would also be referred to as bayto ‘house’. The term be, short for 

bayto, has been used in conjunction with the family name, to refer to a specific 

family. For instance, be Malke, ‘the Malke family’. When asking which family 

someone is related to, one says, me be man hat? [from whose house are you?] 

(Talay 2017:63). 

 

Early in my field research in Istanbul, I found myself at a picnic on the island 

Heybeliada, walking with Vivian and the bishop Mor Filüksinos Yusuf Çetin, who was 

emphasizing to Vivian the importance as a mother of speaking the mother language, Turoyo, 

with her children (a practice she already maintained, as a fluent speaker, but assured the bishop 

she would take even more seriously based on his exhortations). Living most of the year in 

Austria, she found it simplist to lapse into speaking German with her children.  

Parents that are both insistent on using Turoyo and creative with the means of getting the 

children to respond in it are most successful, with the exception of those lucky enough to have a 

community of Turoyo-speaking peers for the children around them. Febronia, living in Istanbul 

who grew up in an extended family of fluent Turoyo speakers, told me the following example 

about her uncle who lives in Sweden. When the children would come home from school 

speaking Swedish, he would still respond in Turoyo. He even made it into a kind of game, and if 
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the children wanted to relate a story from their day, he would tell them to use Turoyo to do so, as 

Febronia related in Example 5.7. 

Example 5.7 

1 Baba: ‘eh, marli canne,’ [uh, söyle, anlat.] 

Father: ‘ok, tell me about it,’ [uh, tell, explain] 

2 Oğlu: ‘Sen şimdi tercüme et.’ 

Son: ‘You translate now.’ 

...Babası diyor ki, yok, sen anlat. Nekadar Süryanice...evet! Ve böyle – 

hakatandır bir spor oluyor yani bir egzersiz oluyor...güzel çıkıyor, yani. 

   

...his father says, no, you explain. In as much Süryanice...yes! And in this way 

– truly it becomes a sport, I mean it becomes an exercise...like, it turns out 

nicely. 

 

However, given the amount of Suryoyo families who know little to no Turoyo or decline 

to use it within the home, the language has a very grim prognosis for survival if the expectations 

regarding the family as the most important locus of language transmission do not shift. Beyond 

family, whether by community of practice we talk about church, academic community or activist 

organizations such as the World Council of Arameans, it is inevitable among the Suryoye that 

the group will contain participants of varying linguistic abilities in multiple languages, so the 

more work that can be done building active social networks to keep Suryoyo in circulation, the 

better its chance of survival into coming decades. Talitha, like Denho a young adult, in Example 

5.8, echoes his words about the importance of this generation of young adults. She herself had 

not bothered with Turoyo until after her teen-aged years, though since it became important to her 

she has been actively seeking ways to learn and share it, expressing even a “hunger” to learn 

Suroyo. 

Example 5.8 

At first – everyone say this – the learning begins with the mother house, with 

the house of the parents. But the problem is very much in my age – or, older 
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than me – forty years – they are parents, they also don’t know Suryoyo very 

good – how should they teach their children?...if this generation – because we 

heard very much from hearing but we didn’t speak it anymore – in this 

generation we must work about this. If not, then our language is going step-by-

step away… We are the last generation – the last time, these years ‘til the next 

ten years – we must do something. If not, then we lose our language here in the 

Europe, and we see the situation of the Christian how it is in the Orient – in the 

original place, it is very hard. We must do something official if we don’t want 

to lose our language. 

 

Even a small step such as an evening course offered for teaching community members to 

read and write, can aid progress towards keeping the language living and active. In my fieldwork 

experiences, this proved easier in Berlin than in Istanbul. I knew of no such thing in Istanbul, and 

my Suryoyo language teacher expressed his doubts that people would attend if there were. 

“Toplumuzda bu konuya biraz ilgisizlik var aslında” (there is a bit of disinterest in this topic 

among our community) he explains regarding the reasons for the lack of such educational 

opportunities; particularly, he says, in Istanbul, where people, feeling physically close to Tur 

‘Abdin by virtue of living within the same national boundaries, can take their identity for granted 

more easily than in the farther reaches of the diaspora. He observed that in his own personal 

experience (to that time in 2016), he has had six or seven people come to him to learn Süryani, 

but all were foreigners; none were Suryoyo.  

In Berlin I heard of several groups, both during the time I was there and prior to it, that 

were organized around both actual learning and practice of language and learning what it is to be 

Suryoye. One community of practice which I regularly attended on Wednesday evenings was a 

group dubbed with a creative Suryoyo and German title (respectively): “madrašto am Mittwoch” 

(school on Wednesday), which was similar in structure to a group that Sarah Bakker Kellogg 

recorded from her fieldwork with Suryoye in the Netherlands. She describes members of a youth 

group who would meet on Sundays sing, study, and to discuss issues related to what it means to 
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“be Suryoye.” Bakker Kellogg observed that “They sought deeper knowledge of classical Syriac, 

believing mastery over grammar would facilitate a more meaningful relationship with what they 

sang” (2015:436-437).   

Men and women in their teens and upward attend language study sessions at the church 

in Berlin on Wednesday nights to move from a limited set of household expressions to increased 

fluency – by way of conversing in Turoyo with their more fluent peers, and by gaining literacy in 

Kthobonoyo both for participating in the church services and to develop higher register Turoyo. 

Afterward they hold practice sessions in qole for those who want to stay, incorporating the 

language learning into music, and music into language learning. They open it to and actively 

invite non-Suryoye with an interest in Ktobonoyo, Turoyo or both, but by far the majority 

attending weekly (at least when I was there) were Suryoye. Children would also go to work on 

homework, Kthobonoyo or otherwise, for at least the beginning hour, though I never saw the 

children working on Turoyo unless it was to answer a question about how something is said 

within their family. 

Those participants in my study who had learned Turoyo later in life shared with me how 

they did so, and each case was connected to a community of practice – either directly in the 

language or using the language as the medium to practice work in a store, for example. Gawriye 

explained to me that he learned Surayt in “ayam aj-jāmˁa” (university days) as a defense of 

identity “dafˁa dhāti.” The Assyrian Democratic Organization in Qamishli was very instrumental 

in his learning the language. He learned some Kthobonoyo as well – the Syriac letters, a bit 

about writing, and a “makhzan jayyid” (good treasury) of the words, though he doesn’t claim 

expertise in the grammar. 
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The following two examples, though each is a different linguistic culture situated in 

different political circumstances than either each other or the Suryoye, I find useful to take in 

consideration as a bridge from thinking about agency in community of practice to institutional 

agency. They both illustrate to some extent the capacity of devoted individuals to form 

communities of practice, and devoted communities of practice to form successful institutions. 

The two examples are Wampanoag and Hebrew. They are both coming from a more extreme 

degree of language loss than Turyoyo – both were considered at a point in time essentially 

moribund, but individuals who wished to reclaim them had access to written records, and of 

course with Hebrew, elements were still utilized in languages such as Yiddish, Ladino, and 

Judeo-Arabic.  

The individual attributed with sparking the Wampanoag language revival is Jessie Little 

Doe Baird.88 Literally inspired by a dream, she turned to the people around her to find out if the 

people want the language back. Starting at the level of community of practice, in which a small 

group of devoted individuals began to meet, teach each other and form practice groups, a 

language revival movement was initiated that led to “the first American Indian language to 

reclaim a Language with no living speakers.” 89 The energy of the movement has evolved into 

educational institutions in the form of summer camps and language schools.  

A prime example of the power of community of practice is the revival of Hebrew as a 

colloquial language. The following excerpt from Spolsky and Shohamy (1999:14) is an excellent 

demonstration of how the narrative of a leap from individual agency and influence (albeit 

substantial) to the institutional agency of a nation state can erase the level of agency and power 

that take place at the mid-level community of practice.  

                                                 
88 http://www.wlrp.org/.  Accessed 7/25/2019. 
89 http://www.wlrp.org/project-history.html. Accessed 7/25/2019. 

http://www.wlrp.org/
http://www.wlrp.org/project-history.html
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The story of the revitalisation of Hebrew has been told repeatedly, although 

usually in an over-simplified and mythologised form. Fellman (1973a; 1973b) 

shoed the error of attributing to major a role to the personal efforts of Eleizer 

Ben-Yehuda. Ben-Yehuda’s writings epitomized the arguments for revival 

(Mandel, 1993), and his work played an important part alongside the more 

fundamentally influential activities of others. It was, however, the settlers in 

the new agricultural colonies (Nahir 1988) and in the kibbutzim (collective 

settlements) and the new town of Tel Aviv (Harshav, 1993) who in fact 

effected the linguistic and ideological revolution…[a process which] began 

with the early and tentative teaching of Hebrew in the schools of the colonies 

such as Zikhron Yaakov and Petach Tikvah in the 1890s. Hebrew came to be 

used as their main language by the zealous Zionist socialists who founded the 

communal settlements. 

 

 These efforts by the early settlers occurred, of course, before the current State of Israel 

had become an institution. The blurred boundaries that I mentioned at the beginning of this 

section warrant further study for this example – why is Ben-Yahuda known so singularly as the 

‘father of modern Hebrew,’ and how did his efforts (and those of similar individuals) build into 

successful communities of practice for developing and spreading a new Hebrew, then build into 

educational, religious and political institutions? 

Agency at the institutional level  

In this section I look at agency at the institutional level from two perspectives. First, I 

consider the point of view that an institution is necessarily made up of individuals and organized 

hierarchically according to status and power, although as mentioned previously, the degree of 

agency does not correlate directly to this hierarchy. Secondly, I take into account the gestalt 

notion: ‘the whole is greater than the sum of its parts’ in order to analyze also the degree of 

agency that an institution wields collectively.  

Throughout the two years that I spent carrying out fieldwork for this project, I can 

essentially group the responses of my study participants to the question “what factors would you 

consider most important in efforts to maintain and spread Suryoyo language” into three 
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categories that I see as affecting agency at an institutional level: the need for schools, the 

importance of land, and the role of institutional media (as opposed to social media). The issue of 

schools and land were perceived to some extent as bound together, while that of media appeared 

more easily adaptable.  

The idea of agency in the ability to institutionalize schools can be considered from 

different angles.  At one level, there are the factors that inhibit Suryoye from settting up schools 

in Tur ‘Abdin, as mentioned in the previous chapter. Even in Europe, the Suryoye must gather 

together a critical mass of people who agree to work together in order to meet government 

standards for educational institutions. At another level, for the schools they do found, there are 

choices about pedagogy and language use (Kthobonoyo or Turoyo) that individuals who form 

and who influence the institutions must make, that affect the linguistic agency of those who 

attend the schools.  

During the focus group with Yuhanon and Sabri, the struggle to conceptualize where the 

most effective schools can be built emerges, showing the way in which the two factors, land and 

schools, can be bound. Yuhanon and Sabri estimated that there were (in 2016) in the range of 

150 Suryoye left living in their village. Yuhanon claims that none of them know any other 

language. “Orda tıkır tıkır bi okul açılsa” (if a school [for speaking fluent Turoyo] could open in 

their village, “en güzel Süryanice orda işler!” (The most beautiful Süryanice would work there!) 

“Yabancı da yok, hiç bir şey yok, mükemmel şey oluyor, Süryanice okul” (No foreigners there, 

nothing, a perfect thing, a school for Süryanice.) He sees potential for a fruitful Suryoyo 

environment there. Then he muses that only under duress did the Turkish government open its 

own schools –  “bizim okula izin vermedi” (It hasn’t given any permission for our school.) The 
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government did at long last give permission for the Kthobonoyo kindergarten in Istanbul, but not 

yet for a school of Süryanice in Tur ‘Abdin. 

In Example 5.9, Yuhanon makes a 180 degree stance shift, from the idea that spreading 

Turoyo means the ability to found schools in Tur ‘Abdin to the consideration of what else might 

be possible. He expresses first pessimism in Line 1, below, regarding the possibility of reviving 

Turoyo from communities in other lands such as Europe, then changes stance again by Line 3, 

reconsidering what it might take to successfully navigate such a change in geographical context 

while imagining an institutional situation in which Suryoyo is required in order to participate. In 

Line 9, Sabri enhances the vision with the idea of Suryoyo as a language of parliament. 

 

Example 5.9 

 1  Yani, mümkün değil, yani – Süryanice yaşatamasın başka bir yerde. 

      I mean, it is not possible – Süryanice should not be revived in another place. 

2 Ya İsveç ya da Almancanın bir köyünü alıp, hepsi Süryani olacak, ve  

Taking a Swedish or German village, all becoming Suryoyo, and  

3 içinde yani okullar olacak ve Süryanice konuşmaya ve yazmaya insanlar zorlanacak 

inside I mean there will be schools and people will be forced to speak and write 

Süryani. 

4 zorlanacak derken bu Türk devrimleri gibi bele başında silah değildir, 

by saying forced it doesn’t mean like in the way of the Turkish [coups] with weapons 

5 yani sen – sen buraya dilekçe yaza biliyorsan istediğin olur. 

 I mean you – you have to able to write a petition [request]  here to get what you want. 

6 Ama Süryanice dilekçe yazamıyorsan istidiğiniz olmaz, o zaman ne olacak 

But if you can’t write a petition in Süryani you can’t get what you want, at this    

point what will happen 

7 mecburen Süryanice öğrenmek zorunda kalacak.  

It will be required to learn Süryani.  

8 Ögle bir zorunluk olursa bu olur. 

If this kind of necessity arises this will happen.  

 9    Sabri interjects:  Parlament soxulasa dil.   

      A language that should enter into parliament.  
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10 Yuhanon:  yani, yoksa başka şekil, zor olur. 

            I mean, in any other way, it will be difficult.  

The Istanbul kindergarten mentioned above, the özel Mor Efrem Süryani Anaokulu 

(private Saint Efrem Syrian Orthodox Kindergarten) is a very small step of progress towards 

institutional agency for the Suryoye in Istanbul.  It opened in 2015 in Istanbul for teaching 

Kthobonoyo to Suryoyo children. My understanding, based on what several study participants 

told me, is that permission to build the school was granted in lieu of a whole new church, based 

on disagreements about where to place a Süryani graveyard. Suryoyo children in Istanbul (and in 

any place Suryoyo communities are located) can learn Kthobonoyo at least on weekends at 

churches, but this is a special kindergarten. Though the school serves only those who can afford 

it, and so many more schools are needed, it is at least a step forward.  

 Meanwhile, as I mentioned in Roula’s narrative in the previous chapter, the Suryoye in 

Qamishli have managed to establish schools that teach Kthobonoyo as a subject through the 9th 

form, at least up until now. The language that is spoken in the schools is always Arabic for all 

subjects, but in those schools that are set up specifically as Suryani schools there is a ‘ḥisse’ 

(class) that is Kthobonoyo, to teach it to the youth. Other than that, all of Syria has a government 

mandated curriculum. The Kthobonoyo classes are taught in “al-lugha-l-maḫkiya” (the 

colloquial language) and when I ask what this is called, the answer is “Suryoyo”. Even if the 

curriculum itself does not treat Turoyo, if it is being used as the medium for instruction, the 

benefits are great.  

These Suryani schools are in fact not restricted to Suryoye; registration is open. “Fi 

akrād”, Roula explains (there are Kurds).  “Fi shawāya.90 Fi---Katolik” (There are Catholics). 

There will be likely one mudīr (director) who is Suryani, and another, “mudīr terbīyye. Mumkin 

                                                 
90 A particular tribe 
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yaṣīr Muslim” (director of education. He could even be Muslim) but in fact, he could also be 

Armenian, or Ashūri [Assyrian]).  “eh, u fī mudīr min qibl a-ṭāˀif-i-Suryāni” (yeah, and there is a 

director that represents the Suryani denomination). She finds that the schools offer a real 

opportunity for community members (and even non-members) to learn: “ˁam yirjaˁw, yaˁtūa rūḥ 

as-suryāni…durūs, haflāt – ricitāl – ktīr nashaṭāt.” (They’re returning, giving them [the schools] 

the Suryani spirit…lessons, parties – recitals – many activities). 

I wonder who participates in these activities – are they only for children? “al-ūlād, ash-

shabāb, as-sabāyā…u ḥata al-ˁālam. ḥatā li-kbār ˁam nrūḥ naḫḍar.” (The children, the teenage 

boys and girls…and even the grown-ups, we are going and participating.) Furthermore, 

concerned citizens of Qamishli have set up mukhayamāt ṣayfīya (summer camping trips). 

Unfortunately, the war has placed a hold on such endeavors:  „halaˀ bi hai maˀzima lāˀa”. (now, 

in this crisis, no). Roula reminisces about the time before the current war: “fī kashāf, 

aḫidīyye..min ˁawwal aṣ-ṣayf l-akhīra mukhāyamāt”  (there are [were] scouts, [Sunday 

fieldtrips?]…from the beginning to the end of summer there is [was] camping]. The same 

activities take place among the Suryani in other regions of Syria, but the language used is Arabic. 

At present to the best of my knowledge there are still some operational Suryani schools in 

Qamishli, though the amount of Suryoye living there has dwindled considerably. I understand 

that many of those who have settled for the time being in Europe and elsewhere are still waiting 

for an opportunity to return to their home in Syria. Because of the tenuousness of the situation, in 

Syria and in Turkey, Suryoye are considering what possibilities exist for establishing stronger 

communities outside of their homelands and fostering greater language-learning through this 

means. 
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One of the complications in the idea of setting up schools is to come to agreement, not 

only about how to use terminology regarding the chronotope of origin, but also what aspect of 

Suryoyo (Turoyo? Kthobonoyo? Both?) should be taught. In the following examples from 

participants in my study, I bring in three representative views about what kind of choices 

Suryoye would like to see implemented given the realization of an institutionalized school. 

Šamošo Ishaq in Berlin maintains the traditional stance regarding Kthobonoyo as the 

high, pure language, that children should learn in a school setting. For him it is enough for 

people to learn Turoyo at home, where he himself learned to be fluent. He remarks that it holds a 

comparatively high value for them despite being used less commonly than Turoyo, based on the 

importance of the church in the lives of the community members. He attributes a high level of 

importance to the children’s learning of the written language for maintaining traditions. He does, 

however, predict that the question as to whether the community should give higher linguistic 

priority to – the liturgy and church life or the everyday life? will occupy the Suryoye for the 

coming years.  

Malke wrestles with the standard practice of teaching the children Kthobonoyo in 

kindergartens instead of the spoken language. He points out that adults at the university level 

have not managed to teach the Syrian Orthodox communities Kthobonoyo to the degree that it 

could be revitalized. “What people have not succeeded on the academic level they want to put in 

the kindergarten level. It’s a big big task.” He challenges the practice, and makes a plea in 

Example 5.10 for the positive evaluation of the colloquial language: 

Example 5.10 

So going back to the kindergarten project, I think it’s very necessary to have 

kindergartens – very necessary. I don’t know if it’s – from my perspective – so 

necessary to just have like – to throw them Kthobonoyo, this I don’t know. But 

I – I really believe that they have to learn like Turoyo everyday language, you 
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know? Because going to the kindergarten is not a seminar for Semitistik 

languages. It’s language that you use day by day. 

 

Yaqoub, meanwhile, who gave me the clearest understanding of why it is so difficult to 

get a kindergarten going in Germany where the government is not so restrictive as Turkey, had 

the most emphatic stance regarding the teaching of Turoyo in schools. The difficulty in 

establishing a kindergarten in Germany is apparently in filling the number of people engaged in 

the project and the financial backing in order to satisfy the legal conditions of the German 

government for setting up an institutionally official school. It would be possible to gather at a 

smaller scale, in a highly voluntary community of practice format, but this again requires people 

to work together across the ‘chronotope of origin’ divide.  

Yaqoub holds the radical view that the practice in Sweden (where there were at least two 

kindergartens for Suryoye at the time of my research) of teaching Kthobonoyo to children in the 

kindergartens is “fāshil ˁaməlīyan” (a failure in practice). He explains in Example 5.11 the 

reasoning for his viewpoint, and why he does not find that, counter to heavy critique, the 

teaching of Turyoyo will hurt Kthobonoyo. 

Example 5.11 

mafrūd an yətˁallum aṭ-ṭifl ṭuroyo. kitāba wa qirāˀa. naˁam. man yətˁallum aṭ-

ṭuroyo bi-l-ḥarf as-suryāni yestaṭiˁ an yətˁallum al-kthobonoyo kamān. Aw 

luġtayn - yətˁallum luġtay kthobonoyo wa ṭuroyo aw yətˁallum ṭuroyo liannu 

min khilāl ṭuroyo, wa min khilāl, yani, mathalan al-ˀadab…yestaṭiˁ an yaṣil ila 

kthobonoyo. wa lākin iḏa, iḏa kānat al ˁamilīya bi-l-ˁaks, tˁallum al-

kthobonoyo sa yabqā dāˀiman marbūṭ bi-kitāb al-mawjūd ˁala ar-raf. faqaṭ. 

wa haḏa-l-kitāb lan yakūn honāk ḥayāt.  

 

The child should learn Turoyo. Writing and reading. Yes. Whoever learns 

Turoyo in the Syriac alphabet is capable of learning Kthobonoyo as well. 

Either learn two languages – learn the languages Kthobonoyo and Turoyo or 

learn Turoyo because through Turoyo, and through, for example, the 

literature…he is capable of reaching Kthobonoyo. However, if, if the process 

is the opposite, the learning of Kthobonoyo will always remain tied to the 

book existing on the shelf. That’s it. And there won’t be life [in] that book.   
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Apart from an essentially unanimous recognition that establishing schools – as places for 

reading and writing and for children to gather,  ideally speaking in Suryoyo with their peers – is 

the most effective way to ensure the continuity of the colloquial language, and the more currently 

challenging desire to find a physical land base on which Suryoye could create the type of 

institutions that could require the use of Suryoyo to participate in them, a third type of 

institutional agency that the Suryoye have to work with is the media.  

Television is, like social media, naturally, a crucial connector for the Suryoye spread 

across the world. The Syrian Orthodox communities experience differing levels of autonomy 

according to the geographical locations in which they are living. Turkey is known for the most 

oppressive linguistic policies, with no television station allowed. Though Syria is now immersed 

in the chaos of war, some small television stations are based there (they generally have 

programming in both Arabic and Suryoyo), but the two Suryoyo language channels that are the 

most widely viewed by Suryoye across the world are Suryoyo Sat and Suroyo TV, both based in 

Sweden. Still, the following exchange with Denho exposes a weakness in the ability of those 

providing the programming to deeply engage audiences and keep them motivated to improve 

their language skills. Denho explains in Example 5.12 why he rarely watches these channels. 

Example 5.12 

…it’s always the same programs. When I went to visit the studio of Suryoyo 

SAT … in Sweden, the guy told me that each day they’re producing one hour 

of new program. One hour. In twenty-four hours. 

 

This paucity of program selection arose in my interview with Talitha, as well. She had 

the chance to speak with some television producers, and she asked them why they did not take 

either a cartoon for children or a tele-serial and dub it into Suryoyo? They told her it was a nice 

idea, but that they didn’t have the money to purchase the film rights to do so. In Example 5.13, 
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she speaks about a sense that people would want to pay for this if given a motivational Werbung 

(solicitation), but isn’t sure how to go about garnering the necessary support.  

Example 5.13 

I think it’s very simple, if we all pay money maybe for Suryoyo Sat, Suryoyo 

TV – we give them money, they should buy a film, and they all speak very 

good Suryoyo – they just translate and then we listen this on Suryo- for me, if 

we look like that it’s not a problem but I don’t know which bureaucrati – 

bureaucracy – is behind this, you know? But I wish so much we would do 

more in this direction. 

 

Spread out in the diaspora, technology gives the Suryoye a chance to do more than just 

gather densely in cities like Södertälje. As I heard repeatedly during my fieldwork, there are 

enough Suryoye now to create networks, build educational opportunities and take part in creative 

projects using their language, but this is the turning-point generation when the process can still 

be the easier one of rejuvenation instead of a real language revival that could be faced in the 

future to avoid complete loss.  

Cross-level considerations: challenging the language purity dilemma 

 When thinking back to the question ‘How did the Jews revitalize Hebrew?’ at the top of 

this chapter, I find wisdom in Ghil’ad Zuckermann’s challenge regarding the fascination that so 

many Suryoye have with language purity: 

 The ultimate question, ignored by almost all Israeli linguists (who insist on 

“revival only”), is whether or not it is possible to bring a no longer spoken 

language back to life without the occurrence of cross-fertilization with the 

revivalists’ mother tongue(s) (2006:59, italics in the original). 

 

 In this section, I would like to take the most flexible view I can imagine on what the 

essence of language is, in the context of Suryoyo. I wonder whether perhaps there is resilience in 

flexibility that would allow the language to re-emerge stronger from this borderline time when 

intergenerational transmission is in danger? Do rigid ideologies actually protect the language, or 
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do they stifle its growth? As I write this sentence, I hear in my head the shadow conversations 

(Irvine 1996) of my interviews and other conversations, and I think of all who have their valid 

reasons for wanting to hold onto an ideal rather than meet in the middle. Yet I am deeply grateful 

to those whose voices I have represented most like Malke, Denho, Yaqoub, Talitha, Yuhanon, 

Gawriye and Abdo (certainly others as well, such as Elizabeth, whose voices I had less chance to 

incorporate) who share in common a rich passion for their language and the ability to question 

their own categorical processes to look for solutions to a deep problem of identity. I am grateful 

to them, because in their words I hear hope. 

 From the point of view of agency, I want to consider a theoretical framework that I see as 

potentially helpful in envisioning how choices made by individual Suryoyo speakers at any level 

can help shape the future of their language. I view the project of exploring this in more depth for 

the potential of practical application as a great topic of future research. This framework is Wei 

Li’s (2011) notion of ‘translanguaging,’  

 Li (2011:1223) has a specific, highly agentive definition of translanguaging, the purpose 

of which is to enable the person who is using the two or more linguistic codes to combine them 

creatively so that again, the whole is more than the sum of its parts: 

For me, translanguaging is both going between different linguistic structures 

and systems, including different modalities (speaking, writing, signing, 

listening, reading, remembering) and going beyond them. It includes the full 

range of linguistic performances of multilingual language users for purposes 

that transcend the combination of structures, the alternation between systems, 

the transmission of information and the representation of values, identities and 

relationships. The act of translanguaging then is transformative in nature; it 

creates a social space for the multilingual language user by bringing together 

different dimensions of their personal history, experience and environment, 

their attitude, belief and ideology, their cognitive and physical capacity into 

one coordinated and meaningful performance, and making it into a lived 

experience. I call this space ‘translanguaging space’, a space for the act of 

translanguaging as well as a space created through translanguaging. 
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The Suryoye are already using this technique all the time, with no need for a fancy word 

for it. My reason for bringing it in is to question (mainly as a spark for future work) whether a 

shift in attitude toward the practice would make a difference in the degree of agency the 

community – at any of the levels – is able to wield? 

Leyla, a school teacher from Qamishli, stated first that the use of words that are 

considered ‘foreign’ to Suryani create a kind of ‘paralysis’ in the development of the language. 

“bḥisse hai-hadūl il-kilimāt ysauwu şallal, şallal bil-lugha yaˁni, eh şallal bil-lugha, eh.” (I feel 

that these words create a paralysis, I mean a paralysis in the language, yes, paralysis in the 

language, yes.) However, her years of experience as a teacher have taught her that pedagogically 

speaking, the use of Arabic together with Turoyo can create a sound method for increasing 

fluency in Turoyo. Abdo faced the same question and defined it as a problem of ends versus 

means: “So mixing languages and borrowing words etc. might be a good way to develop your 

skills in Suryoyo, could be a means to do that, but I don’t think that should be a goal in itself.”  

 I want to clarify here that by having a wider acceptance of translanguaging I do not mean 

“anything goes.” I envision three levels. On one Suryoye are working together on a 

standardization process for the colloquial language – much as they are now but at an increased 

level of quantity, intensity and speed. On another, as in the paragraph above, an increased 

tolerance for learners using non-standardized versions and incorporating other languages as 

crutches to help them move into fluency. Currently the dominant discourse on ‘purity’ has a 

moralistic shaming quality for those who are in the learning process, and the discouragement 

factor causes loss of potential speakers. On a third level, in my view Yaqoub’s radical view of 

teaching is on the right track when he says that children should learn Turoyo/Surayt – including 
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to read and to write. Kthobonoyo too – why not, but I believe teaching children to learn to read 

and write the colloquial is the surest way to ensure its future. 

 Gawriye reflects an ideal that the “pure” language would be ‘free’ as possible of words 

from other languages, and the language would be taken carefully from the written language and 

simplified. He thinks that Kthobonoyo should be the base because he views it as the height of 

development of the Aramaic language. He values research for decision making related to 

language policy and corpus planning. This could help decide what elements of the ‘neo-Aramaic’ 

dialects could be considered most ‘original’. He states that he cannot determine a preference as 

to whether Turoyo or Surith should be ‘selected’ as a national language, and questions that idea 

that it should be only one. He would like the experts to find a middle ground.  He doubts that the 

differences between the western and eastern versions of the NENA dialects are tremendously 

important in the end. 

 Gawriye’s reflections followed by Malke’s in Example 5.14 are brief illustrations of what 

I mean when I talk about the process of making decisions about standardization. The key would 

be to move back and forth between these ideals to find a working balance. When I ask Malke if 

he thinks there is ever any benefit to incorporating words from other languages into Suryoyo 

language he answers thoughtfully: 

Example 5.14 

Well, we have to be very honest here in that case. I think there are different 

ways we have to go. There’s a wish that I have – and there is things that 

happen automatically. It’s a very funny moment, but we have to face reality 

here…languages are – they’re not, they’re not standing, they’re moving, 

you know. … My wish is, my wish is to keep it clean, no doubt about that, 

but I can see that even with German language, how many English words we 

have inside nowadays. It’s the same issue.  
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 When Malke talks about the wish that he has, in opposition to the way things happen 

“automatically,” he expresses cleanly in one sentence the essence of the purity-vernacularity 

paradox. The wish encapsulates more than simply the idea that the Syrian Orthodox could use an 

Aramaic that is “clean” from the influence of other languages, that can clearly mark the identity 

of one imagined community. It expresses the desire to stop a language from moving, and at a 

deeper level to stop time from moving, to prevent the ideas of atrophy and death, to hold onto an 

imagined purity somewhere in the past.  

 Yet in the case of Suryoyo, translanguaging is a process by which the youth, in particular, 

can navigate the challenges of maintaining the rich traditions of the Syrian Orthodox heritage, 

while making a place for themselves in the environments in which they live now. “Words bring 

words,” I remember one language teacher telling me. The more they build up some knowledge of 

Suryoyo and the more it is supported by the communities in which they live (which is apparently 

more and more online for many), the more the language will be able to survive into the future 

without a break.  

 I believe endeavors such as the Aramaic Online Project that exists at the level of 

community of practice and has institutional support (such as funding from the European Union) 

hold great promise, by reaching across the diaspora and incorporating Suryoye (and interested 

others) in training for teaching others, and supporting the learning of youth in summer schools as 

well as holding virtual classes. The project is geared towards standardizing Surayt, building an 

educational curriculum accessible in seven languages free of cost, and training youth and 

teachers. In my experiences to date the site itself and the virtual classes have seemed more 

popular with nexronoye (foreigners) such as myself than with Suryoye, but I have hope that its 

potential for engaging the Suryoyo community will grow. The teaching workshop I was invited 
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to attend at a monastery in Germany during my field research was the highlight of my personal 

observations of Suryoye working together toward the common goal of rejuvenating their 

language. It included people from the twenties on up, women and men, from backgrounds in 

Syria and in Turkey, and differing perspectives on the chronotope of origin, though the topic did 

not come up that weekend, at least not in my presence. After days spent working on 

standardization questions and teaching methods, the evenings, that went long into the nights, 

consisted of singing, telling stories, playing games which the bishop Mor Polycarpus Augin 

Aydin joined in on, and poring over books in Surayt and in Syriac.     

 Talitha and Malke both gave me optimistic suggestions that addressed the Suryoyo youth 

more directly from their own perspective. I found this rare within my study because so often I 

heard what was good for the children without considering the children’s points of view, 

pessimism about the direction the youth were going, or confusion about how to handle the 

tradition/current world paradox that they face. For example, Vivian told me in perplexity about 

how her young son, training to be a šamošo, wanted with his friends to implement some creative 

ideas into the church service. Such changes in the traditional ritual, if taken too far, would 

damage the integrity of the carefully preserved ritual. The boys, however, felt stifled. I wonder 

also to what extent the language Kthobonoyo is treated iconically as a semblance of the Church 

tradition itself, and peoples’ fear of using non-Syriac words a deeper fear of losing control of the 

ritual? Talitha and Malke, on the other hand, point what looks to me as a way forward, albeit a 

challenging one. Talitha, when considering this problem, in Example 5.15 suggested meeting the 

youth in their own concerns. 

Example 5.15 

The young people of today they just heard the old people speaking Suryoyo. 

It’s like a complex. That’s why they don’t like to talk in Suryoyo with each 
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other, because sometimes they feel ashamed. They don’t know to speak it very 

good – and then they said ‘we sound like our grandmother or our grandfather’ 

and then they start laughing about each other; they felt ashamed. I want that we 

change their mind…To motivate them to learn the language is to…make 

our language again modern. Because young people are always running 

behind that – what is in – what everyone likes, they don’t care about what is 

important or where’s the value very deep. … this is the nature of the most 

human being, they don’t think much, they live like the mainstream. That’s why 

we must catch them on that way to show them how in – how modern, how 

kühl [cool] to speak the language of Jesus, to say we are not a museum 

language, our language is alive. So we can switch between two worlds. This 

is more richness than just to walk in one world…this opens the horizont, the 

mind, and, uh, makes the human being rich. 

 

 Malke was even more specific in his answer, although it was quite similar in essence to 

Talitha’s above. In response to my question: “What do you think are the things that are most 

effective that people could do to encourage youth to keep going with the language?” Malke 

replied in Example 5.16 with the perspective he is familiar with from the youth. 

Example 5.16 

Can I just answer that from another perspective here?...I ask myself ‘what does 

the youth want to have from us? And what I found is that they want us to 

communicate on the eye-to-eye level. They don’t want to have these 

hierarchies from above. They want to have close contact with the people. They 

want to have tools which are easy to use…they want to have something that 

they can understand directly…they don’t want to read twenty books to 

understand the subject. That’s how it is…we are in the period of short 

information. So if I give them long information, they read the first line to know 

how it is and then, they clip it away. This is Instagram philosophy. ‘chik-chik-

chik-chik-chik.’ But what happened, when we look around, we don’t prepare 

papers for the youth. Once again, we have nothing, prepared, in our society 

for the big big target of fourteen to twenty-five. Nothing. There’s a lot of 

academic standard above, and lower we have those children books and uh, 

ABC and whatever, olif beth. OK? We all have that. But, what we don’t have 

text parts written – I don’t know, with topics for the youth. We don’t have that. 

[Takes a deep breath in] We don’t have that. It’s a lack. But why, because this 

lobby, the youth fourteen to twenty-five, they are not – they don’t have 

people inside boards. They don’t have people inside our community where 

you make decisions. So they don’t been asked…if you ask a sixteen-year-old 

guy, familiar with computers and so-on, if you ask him ‘try to create a website 

[for studying the Aramean language]’ … they look for pumping out 
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pictures…if there’s no pictures (I mean come on) [he whispers the last four 

words]. So once again, we have to find out, what do they want to have? 

 

Though in that conversation, we are not discussing agency as a key term, indeed agency 

is at the root of Malke’s response. Individuals from this age group are not, according to Malke, 

given a chance to participate at an institutional level in the community. I imagine there are 

exceptions, but in the 14-25-year-old age range, I have not encountered or heard of any.91 If I 

were to select one recommendation based on all my fieldwork that I believed warrants the most 

attention, I would say that this recommendation, to address the needs and desires of this age 

group from their point of view, would be number one.  

 

Chapter summary 

 In this chapter, to the best of my ability, I have endeavored to consider how linguistic 

agency might be increased for both individual and groups of Suryoye. I looked at agency at each 

of three levels: individual, community of practice, and institutional, then attempted to think 

through what can happen at the intersections of these levels, primarily the gap between 

individual youths and Suryoyo institutions. 

 In examining individual agency, I considered examples that relate to the ability to gain 

authority through mastery so that one can be a “creative meaning maker” according to 

Blommaert’s definition of an influential person. An individual who has the respect of the 

community can author a word in a context that would ordinarily be considered taboo, as in the 

story of the deacon who used a vulgar word in the play he wrote for the church performance. I 

have also acknowledged that mastery alone will not enable linguistic agency if the person using 

it either cannot communicate with the language effectively or has nobody with whom to 

                                                 
91 The one exception I can think of being Februniya Akyol, a 25-year-old Suryayto elected co-mayor with a 71-year-

old Kurdish man in Mardin in 2015, mentioned in Chapter 3. 
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communicate, meaning that part of linguistic agency at an individual level is involved with 

finding (or teaching) others as communication partners.  

 I considered community of practice as an enormously important locus of agency that can 

and often is a bridge between individual linguistic agency and the elevation of a language to 

some level of institutional support. I looked, in the global context of the Syrian Orthodox 

diaspora, at the need for language-based communities of practice to help fight the ‘gravity’ of the 

dominant language environments and even the multi-lingual environments in which Suryoye so 

often find themselves immersed. I questioned the common emphasis in the Suryoyo linguistic 

culture on family as the expected Turoyo language learning environment, listening to voices 

expressing concern that other means need to be developed to keep the younger generations 

engaged. 

 Though a more thorough analysis of agency at the institutional level really wants more 

specialized research, I brought in the examples that at least give a general conception of the 

major concerns of Suryoye given their linguistic culture and global political circumstances. I 

summarized the main concerns that the Suryoye expressed to me that relate to institutional 

agency into the obstacle-ridden desire for schools, the struggle to conceptualize linguistic 

institutions without a solid base of land, and a desire for media that is more responsive to the 

needs and concerns of the people (particularly the youth).  

 Finally, I looked at possibilities for crossing the different levels of agency. At the same 

time, I contemplated a policy perspective of relaxing attitudes towards mixing registers 

(Kthobonoyo and Turoyo minus the grammatical differences) and codeswitching/mixing, 

especially as a technique toward learning. Though it requires much more elaboration, I included 

it because it seems to me to hold promise as a way out of the purity dilemma – not to think of all 
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codeswitching and register mixing as automatically morally compromising, but to reframe it as 

strategy and work collaboratively to select linguistic elements that work best. Ideally, I would 

also add, to consider it as a framework to involve youth with an agentive role in (re)establishing 

the Suryoyo language in their lives. 

To end, I turn to the motivational words of Gawriye who reminds us what is at stake for 

the speakers of this language: “iza al-ajyāl bi-d-diaspora mā taˁallamāt as-suryānīyye, mā baqā 

nismaˁ gheyr bi-l-matāḥif wa bi-l-kutub tarīkh ˁan shī ismū suryāni.” (If the generations in the 

diaspora don’t learn Suryani, we will no longer hear about anything called ‘Suryani’ other than 

in the museums and history books.)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



207 

 

CHAPTER 6. CONCLUSION 

Every language is a door to a soul – to a tradition, to a way of life – and 

Suryoyo language is the way back to our home. 

     

    --Talitha  

 

 “Did you visit Tur ‘Abdin about two years ago?” I was in Istanbul, in the quarters of the 

dayroyothe (nuns) in the Tarlabaşı church when a woman quietly asked me this question. 

Churches around Istanbul had been holding informational events and inviting the public to 

experience their worship services; I attended the event held by the Kadim Meryem Ana church 

one Thursday evening. Afterwards I was invited up to a quiet coffee hour in the nuns’ quarters 

away from the crowds. The woman who asked me the question was visiting Istanbul from her 

village, which turned out to be the same village where I had been a guest during my pre-

dissertation research.  

 “A little over two years ago, yes I did,” I answered, curious. “How did you know?” 

 “Because I recognize you. You were the American who stayed with Rafi’s family and 

slept on the roof there one night. I saw you on the roof and I had wanted to talk with you but by 

the time I went over the next morning you were already gone.”  

 Through my surprise connection with this woman, I was able to reconnect with two of 

Rafi’s daughters who had since moved to Istanbul, providing a new layer of continuity to my 

understanding of the relationships between Tur ‘Abdin and Istanbul. Their focus at that time was 

not the Aramaic language, neither Turoyo nor Kthobonoyo. Their focus was school – using 

Turkish at more sophisticated levels and developing their English. Yet they both expressed to me 

the desire to learn Süryanice more thoroughly in the future.  

 In my research I encountered similar situations and sentiments often, regardless of age. 

Women in their forties and fifties laughed with me at church coffee hours, relating ambitions to 
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take a year’s leave or so from their families to spend time studying language at a monastery – 

when the children have become independent enough. Suryoyo children from Syria with whom I 

worked at the education center in Istanbul sang Suryoyo songs and worked on basic writing tasks 

in Kthobonoyo while eagerly attending English and Swedish classes for adults in evenings when 

allowed (in addition to their daily lessons). My commonsense understanding of their internal 

classification scheme was that learning Suryoyo (all registers) existed as a special heritage 

desideratum to be explored at their whim, while languages of the diaspora offered immediate 

opportunities to integrate and succeed in their new lives. Still, even if they had wanted to attend 

Suryoyo classes in the evenings, none were offered. The adults responsible for curriculum shared 

the classification scheme of the children – and quite likely, helped shape it.  

  My fieldwork in Istanbul and Berlin led me to begin to understand how the Suryoye 

perceive elements of the two language varieties most essential to their identity – Turoyo and 

Kthobonoyo. It taught me that their linguistic culture is complicated not only by the diglossic 

nature of the two varieties, but also by divisions in how they perceive what I call their 

chronotope of origin. A decision to label oneself as either Aramaic or Assyrian (or Syriac) 

affects, to some extent, which people one can interact with and which projects one can or will 

participate in, as well as how to tell one’s ethnicity story. Not only this, but to use these terms 

can mean different things to different people, so one needs to understand the point of reference 

of any interlocutors.  

 During my fieldwork I met many Suryoye with deep passion for their language, and 

enthusiasm for creatively implementing it in their lives.  Even the most energetic and optimistic 

of them, however, expressed moments of fear, doubt, and overwhelm in a sea of perceived 

indifference on the part of the community at large. The fear expressed most often was about the 
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youth – the idea that it grows more and more difficult to find active speakers among those who 

have not yet reached adulthood. Especially for those who have the energy and the will to create 

the kind of social change necessary to ensure the survival of their language – what options are 

open to them to affect this change?   

 

Syrian Orthodox linguistic culture 

In Chapter 2, I presented the reader with the conflicting worldviews that form the 

framework for Syrian Orthodox linguistic culture. To help describe the temporal/geographical 

symbolism underlying each of the worldviews, I turned to Bakhtin’s concept of chronotope. I 

described the discourse that follows from dis-alignment of these worldviews as varying 

perspectives on (or lenses of) the Syrian Orthodox chronotope of origin. I find chronotope a 

particularly useful theoretical construction because of its power to invoke – even through one 

word – an entire time-space trajectory of a people. The key words in the Syrian Orthodox 

discourse – Aramean, Assyrian, and Syriac in particular – create enough dissension among the 

community members that unity is threatened politically, as well as in the context of cooperation 

on language rejuvenation projects. I traced the key aspects and basic history of these worldviews 

to understand what is involved when they are invoked. 

The Syrian Orthodox linguistic culture also consists of a diglossic situation in which 

Kthobonoyo (Classical Syriac) is used primarily for liturgical functions and in ecclesiastical 

literature, while Turoyo, the colloquial language, is used for everyday communicative purposes. 

The diglossia is accompanied by strong language ideologies regarding purity versus 

vernacularity as priorities in proposed language policies from familial interactions to language 

use during worship services to choices made by international efforts at language instruction. 

Additionally, disagreement regarding the name for the colloquial language – Turoyo, Surayt or 
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Suryoyo – can create friction between parties interested in collaborating on language related 

activities. 

 

The preservation and transmission of place through language 

 In Chapter 3, I traced perceptions of both movement and stability in the gradual trajectory 

of the Syrian Orthodox diaspora. Key notions are place, identity, language, and the social 

symbols that convey them. I examined how the familiar can be preserved through distance when 

the place of ‘home’ changes. My participants talked to me about how an act of creation (naming) 

can also be an act of erasure (e.g. when topographical names are changed).  

 In contrast to Chapter 2, the stories, anecdotes and experiences that I treated in this 

chapter are less abstractly symbolic and more tangible. They are more often lived experiences 

(even if those of older relatives) than efforts to map the ancient past onto present-day 

relationships. Oftentimes these stories hearken back to the schisms that occurred at junctures of 

conflict such as the Seyfo – conflicts that happened in days of the grandparents of many of my 

participants. This time period – the early twentieth century and its development from the turn of 

the nineteenth – is the farthest visible ‘horizon’ my participants have to the past that was 

experienced by people able to transfer their stories directly. Through these stories, and through 

rituals and names, the symbols of the farther distant past beyond the horizon are also conveyed. 

 

Authenticity and authority as linguistic pillars 

 In Chapter 4 I examined the importance of authenticity and authority as key concepts in 

language policy. Based on my analysis that the four major sources of linguistic authority are the 

church, the academy, the family, and political groups, I considered the views of Suryoye who are 

strongly involved in the church, scholars in a university setting, connected to family in Tur 
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‘Abdin, or participate in a political party, and usually combine more than one of these roles. I 

encountered many opinions that Turyoyo is of negligible value and essentially a corrupted form 

of Kthobonoyo. I never encountered anyone dismissive of the value of Kthobonoyo. Yet I have 

met few Suryoye who can actually sustain speech in Kthobonoyo – even my malfono in Istanbul, 

who can, lamented that those who can do likewise living in Istanbul are “parmakla sayılacak 

kadar” (no more than can be counted on one’s fingers).  

 When the news is shown on Suryoyo television channels, it is in Turyoyo with many high 

register words that Suryoye may identify as ‘Kthobonoyo.’ I strongly suspect that were a current 

news item to be presented on one of these channels in spoken Kthobonoyo, it would have a 

similar effect to seeing a news anchor in the United States present their information in 

Shakespearean English. A large key to this discrepancy appears to be the erasure of the role of 

morpho-syntax as an identity-constructing element in a language. In other words, in all my 

interviews and focus groups, when people discussed the differences in Turoyo and Kthobonoyo, 

they discussed them as a matter of lexicon, and perceived the problem with Turoyo to be the 

inclusion of terms from sources outside of an identifiably Aramaic substrate. Participants who 

called for a ‘return’ to Kthobonoyo also called for its grammar to be used as the ‘correct’ 

linguistic structure. Yet when asked about the elements of grammar that are different in Turoyo, 

no participant had a sense that they were an imposition or in any way ‘wrong.’ 

 Though not ubiquitously so, I often found that Suryoye who are connected or have been 

to a university or school of higher learning tended to see more value in Turoyo than those who 

did not approach the idea from this perspective. I observed among those I spoke to with a focus 

on international politics, a desire to ‘return’ to Kthobonoyo which seems in practice to resemble 

the television register of Turoyo, while the Suryoye truly considering the language in a church 
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context were more interested in the grammatical system of Kthobonoyo. Certainly, I encountered 

exceptions: deacons, priests and bishops involved in projects to work towards standardization of 

Turoyo. I encountered on the other hand scholars such as George Anton Kiraz who is able to 

speak Kthobonoyo as a language of communication in the European diaspora – even use it while 

teaching computer skills – and who teaches immersion communicative courses in it. I would 

mention also Jozef Asmar Malke who has shown me (while in Mardin) some of his extensive 

Kthobonoyo writings such as scientific writing and in theater pieces for the purpose of 

revitalizing the language in a current context.  

 The status of the Suryoye as “orphans in the diaspora and hostages in the homeland” 

(Atto 2011) complicates the relationship between authenticity and authority in their language 

varieties. The strongest institutional authority for the community as Syrian Orthodox Christians 

is naturally the Church. From that perspective, Kthobonoyo is the most authentic, ‘pure’ 

language, and the place to learn it is the churches and the monasteries (though Turoyo is still 

spoken as a day-to-day language in those settings). However, the strongest way for a Suryoyo to 

index authentic Suryoyo-ness is to speak a variety of Turoyo in the rhythm and with the 

terminology closest to a village in Tur ‘Abdin. The middle ground negotiations of how many and 

which aspects of each (Kthobonoyo and Turoyo) are most valued, and how to get a large group 

of Suryoye to agree on these ideas, is at the crux of all efforts to continue the language into the 

upcoming generations. 

 

Agency in the rejuvenation of Aramaic in Syrian Orthodox communities 

 In Chapter 5, I began by investigating definitions of agency, settling, for the purposes of 

this study, on a definition of linguistic agency as “the ability to creatively affect change through 

language.” The change in question is how Suryoye who care deeply about the continuation of 
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their language, not only as a means of conveying religious ritual but also as a living means of 

communicating day to day experiences, can change the linguistic culture of their community to 

enable and encourage the younger generations to learn the colloquial language. I chose to break 

the analysis of agency within the Syrian Orthodox linguistic culture into three levels: individual 

agency, community of practice, and institutional agency. After examining the issues and 

deliberations with which I found my study participants involved at each of the different levels, I 

took a stance to challenge the ‘purity/vernacularity’ dilemma, suggesting that considering 

translanguaging as a strategy rather than a moral fault may open a path, especially for the youth, 

to engage in learning the Suryoyo language and incorporating it more actively into their lives. 

Assessment of findings 

 Suryoyo Aramaic – both Turoyo and Kthobonoyo – is a language of a chronotopic trail of 

homelands. It indexes ancient Mesopotamia, the Holy lands of the life of Christ, the birth and 

flourishing of the early church from Antioch to Edessa, and a remote region of villages once 

inhabited primarily by monks. It indexes Qamishli (Beth Zalin) in its post-Seyfo community 

reconstruction, and Södertälje in a diasporic renaissance. As a language it has proven its 

resilience thus far, as well as its imperviousness to the proscriptions and prescriptions of the 

governing powers of the regions it has called home. Yet Talitha warns “… now…fifty years in 

the freedom let us forget everything what 2000 years of history has kept.” The future is an open 

question. The speakers exist, now. The materials for learning it exist and can be developed. Can 

Suryoyo (Turoyo and Kthobonoyo in their relationship to each other) as a living language 

compete with the attractions of the dominant linguistic cultures in the lands of the diaspora? Can 

Suryoye maintain enough sovereignty (and interested youth) within the heartlands to foster the 

continuation of their language in a geographical home base? 
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 Turoyo is far from having no speakers left. Apart from the language training at the Mor 

Gabriel monastery (where, in addition to Kthobonoyo, students learn to speak Turoyo, even if 

only by acquisition through exposure), dedicated and charismatic Suryoye are working across the 

diaspora including in Istanbul to take steps, large or small, in the direction of a more vigorous 

language. Yet the movement is slow – as Abdo phrased it during our interview in 2016, the 

current “snails’ pace” of motivation in the Suryoyo community, if unchanged, will lead to 

language loss, because “you grow old quicker than it is moving.” Presently youth do not appear 

to be learning it at the same rate as many of the strongest elder speakers are passing beyond this 

world.  

 

Recommendations 

 When my host in Tur ‘Abdin on his rooftop quietly stated the words “yapacak bir şey 

yok,” (there is nothing that can be done) he was not talking about his language, he was talking 

about the events of the Seyfo and the hopelessness the inhabitants of some villages faced against 

the people who were determined to erase them due to the Turkish nationalist agenda. Perhaps he 

was also talking about the fear that the destruction could arise again. Yet that summer I had, in a 

brief period of time, encountered many Suryoye, including him, who expressed the conviction 

that the language at the heart of their identity should live. I was not, even then, naïve enough to 

think that carrying out an ethnography on the situation would yield clear answers. I hoped it 

might help shed some light on the factors that create specific challenges. At this point I 

understand more than I understood before, and if any of the ways in which I laid out the voices 

expressing prevailing (and less often expressed) viewpoints in relation to theoretical tools for 

inquiry are useful to anyone even as a basis for further study, then I feel it was worthwhile. 
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 Sitting now, over two years after I left Berlin, in a café in Tucson, Arizona, far from the 

locations of my fieldwork, I think back over the impressions I was left with as to what the 

Suryoye to whom I listened said were be the most viable means of improving the 

intergenerational transmission of their colloquial language. Some recommendations are obvious: 

most importantly kindergartens, immersion camps, or general opportunities for children to learn 

with their peers, as well as setting up interactions between elders and youth in a master-

apprentice format. Younger Suryoye – meaning here twenties and thirties – expressed hope in 

further development of online projects such as the Aramaic Online Project, particularly through 

applications such as computer games and opportunities to interact online with others. Not so age-

specific was desire that many Suryoye expressed for efforts to put more diverse programming on 

Suryoyo television channels including cartoons that can help both children and adults at a 

beginning level to learn in context.  

 At a potentially more counterintuitive level, as I discussed at the end of Chapter 5, I see 

the most promise for positive change in practices based on creativity, translanguaging, and the 

acceptance of ‘parts’ of multiple language systems, even if the determination of which parts 

requires strenuous negotiations. I say ‘counterintuitive’ because the dominant value expressed by 

many of my study participants was ‘language purity.’ One of the paradoxes involved in looking 

at a community whose identity is based so vitally in ancient tradition from a point of view of 

linguistic agency, is that agency does not uniformly lead to standard uses of language. As 

Barbara Johnstone (2018) remarks, “agency is a big part of the story about why linguistic 

variation persists.” Attempts to mold children into a past that does not fully belong to them (as 

Kthobonoyo speakers, in the manner that some study participants suggested) also diminishes 

their linguistic agency. In contrast, freedom to use and acknowledge different elements of 
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languages relevant to Suryoye includes freedom to increase use of Kthobonoyo elements. And 

my observations about the ideological erasure of the importance of grammar led me to wonder if 

what some who are arguing for “speaking Kthobonoyo” are really arguing for is Turoyo with an 

injection of up-register Kthobonoyo vocabulary. 

Limitations in this study, thoughts towards future work 

 When I first considered undertaking this study, I had never met anyone from the Syrian 

Orthodox community in my life, nor heard a word of Suryoyo, nor even did I understand how 

their language related to the category of Aramaic. Therefore, I learned a tremendous amount in 

my research from where I started, but the ideas of my analysis really began to take shape in the 

writing that took place after the data collection. The views and opinions that I gathered are 

thoughtful, deeply considered responses to rather simplistic questions, along the lines of: “What 

is/are your mother tongue/s?” “How do you understand the relationship of Turoyo to 

Kthobonoyo/ other varieties of Aramaic?” “What words that are considered loanwords would 

you include/exclude from your language if it were up to you?”  I was looking to understand 

peoples’ attitudes about their language, and what my questions generated was a high number of 

metalinguistic responses.  

 I recognize that the integration of these language attitudes with the theories I have 

worked to integrate with these language attitudes are left largely undeveloped, and even as I 

wrap up this dissertation, I can’t say for sure they are useful. I find myself inclined to think more 

deeply and extensively about agency across the levels of coordination, i.e. individual, 

communities of practice, and institutional. There are institutions, for example, such as the Syriac 

Music Institute in Rhode Island founded by Gabriel Aydin, that find creative means of 

developing the knowledge available about the Syrian Orthodox liturgical and musical traditions. 
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This form of agency I did not discuss, but I wish to mention it to acknowledge that my own 

study, in the effort to cover as much general ground as possible, has also missed many important 

details for a more thorough understanding of agency in the language maintenance/development 

efforts of the Syrian Orthodox.  

 At the same time, I feel wary of attempts to over-theorize the language 

maintenance/rejuvenation/revitalization process, especially the most creative aspects of it. I have 

taken to heart words I came across by geographer Yi Fu Tuan (1991:686) “social theories, in part 

because they aspire to be scientific and analytical, seldom address the still baffling phenomenon 

of creativity – of power as it is understood by artists.” 

I find myself inclined to leave the last words to Talitha, because they sum up the idea of 

agency and responsibility in work to sustain a language within a primarily diasporic community: 

 “We are a nation without a country. We say bu Suryoyo [in Suryoyo]: Aḥna yatumena. 

Innaqa lo mcawanina ḥḏoḏe layt noshe gmcawanan – we are orphans. If we don’t help each 

other nobody will help us.”  
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