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Introduction:

The first modern Assyrian schools were established in the Urmia region of Iran on 18 January 1836 by foreign missionaries. Prior to that, only males with ecclesiastical ranks were able to read or write, with the exception of one or two women from privileged families. The education was rudimentary, and consisted almost exclusively of instruction in classical Syriac religious texts to boys who would later grow to serve the Church. While modern Assyrian had been in use to write some religious poetry since the 1500s, it was never a widespread language of literature or communication until the arrival of the missions. By 1914, there were an estimated 627 educational institutions (including schools, seminaries and colleges) in Iran and the Ottoman Empire either run by Assyrian Churches and individuals or attended by Assyrian students, where either Classical Syriac or Neo-Aramaic (in some cases both) were part of the teaching curricula. These had a total enrollment of about 21,000 students, representing an average of 9% of the total school-age Assyrian population of the time. Significantly, some 57% of these educational institutions and 43% of all enrolled students were located in Iran. 


Learning and Schools among the Eastern Assyrians:

On the eve of the First World War, the Assyrians in the Urmia region boasted some 348 primary and high schools, as well as 4 colleges and seminaries, operated by Presbyterian, Catholic, Anglican, Russian Orthodox, Lutheran and other missions, as well as private individuals. Since there was a total of about 200 Assyrian villages in the region at this time, that means that some villages possessed more than one school. In these institutions, a standardised form of the local dialects of modern Assyrian was taught alongside other core subjects and foreign languages and, in many cases, in addition to Classical Syriac. The total enrollment of the schools around 1914 is estimated at 9,100. With an estimated population of between 78,000 and 92,000 Assyrians in the Urmia region in 1914, this means that there was an average of one school for every 67 to 78 school-aged Assyrian children. Therefore, between 30 and 34% of Assyrian children in the region would have attended school and had, at least, an elementary education. In many cases, after learning to read and write, the Assyrian children also began to teach their parents to do so. In 1908, the rate of literacy among both the Assyrian male and female population of the Urmia region was estimated at 80%. According to Dr. Arianne Ishaya: “This is a remarkably high rate of literacy for the time, even by the standards of an urbanized center in the West, let alone a rural area in the Middle East. At the time, there were more Assyrian physicians in Urmia than all of Iran; Assyrian professionals under the supervision of the foreign missionaries staffed all missionary schools, newspapers and hospitals” (Ishaya, 2002).

The first of these elementary village schools were established by the American Presbyterian Mission in 1836. On 12 March 1838, they also opened the first primary schools for girls. In 1839, we find the first inscription in modern Assyrian carved onto a tombstone from the region. Also that year, the Mission opened a men’s college to which a medical department, the first in the history of modern Iran, was added a year later. It should be noted that many of the subjects taught in this college, including anatomy, were taught in modern Assyrian. On 7 November 1840, they established the first Assyrian printing press in Urmia. Subsequently, on 13 March the following year, a small part of scripture was published which is also, incidentally, the first book to ever be printed in modern Assyrian. That same year, they opened a seminary for women. By 1844 the Gospels had been translated and published in modern Assyrian and in 1846 the entire New Testament was translated by Dr. Perkins into the vernacular for the first time, followed by the Old Testament in 1852. By 1877, some 21 million pages of Christian literature, as well as teaching materials and scientific publications, were printed in modern Assyrian and classical Syriac by the American Mission Press. 

In addition to the schools, print media also ensured the preservation and widespread usage of the modern Assyrian language in the Urmia region. On 1 November 1849, the American Presbyterian Mission began to publish the newspaper Zahrire d-Bahra (Rays of Light), which remained in circulation for nearly seven decades between 1849 and 1918. This was, incidentally, the first periodical to be printed in Iran. Apart from the American Mission Press, printing houses were also run in the region by the Catholic, Anglican and Russian missions. By 1914, four newspapers were distributed from Urmia. Apart from Zahrire d-Bahra, the other three newspapers included Qala d-Shrara (Voice of Truth) published by the French Lazarist Mission since 1897, Urmi Orthodoksayta (Orthodox Urmi) published by the Russian Orthodox Mission since 1904, and Kokhva (The Star) published by a group of secular nationalists since 1906.

By 1895, the American Presbyterian Mission ran 117 elementary schools with 2,410 students, 3 high schools with 390 students, and a college that boasted academic, industrial, theological and medical departments. In 1889 the college had 151 college students, of which 18 graduated, and by 1895 a total of 160 teachers and preachers had graduated from there. While these educational institutions were open to all people, regardless of religious affiliation, some 10,000 local Assyrians had converted to Protestantism by 1914. In addition to their school system, this mission also ran a network of Sabbath schools in the 36 churches belonging to their 119 congregations across the region, which had a total of 5,440 literate scholars in 1893. This Mission also opened 5 schools in the Hakkari region and one in Bohtan, both in the Ottoman Empire, with between 120 and 180 students.

The Chaldean Catholics, with the help of the French Lazarist Mission, began opening schools in the Urmia region in 1840 and, by 1914, they ran a total of 55 schools with around 1,245 students. They also opened seminaries at Khosrawa (1846) and Urmia (1848) which had a combined enrolment of about 32 students. The Archbishop of Canterbury’s Assyrian Mission, run by the Anglican Church, began operating in Urmia in 1885 with the stated purpose of helping save the Church of the East from extinction through educating its younger generations and preventing their conversion to other Churches. By 1891, they had opened 78 elementary schools with 2,410 students, 5 high schools with 230 students and a college with 76 students. By the time they ceased operations in 1914, they had also established around 47 schools in the Ottoman provinces of Hakkari and Van, with a combined enrollment of between 1,000 and 1,100 students. With the onset of the First World War and success of the Russian Orthodox Mission, it is presumed that all of this Mission’s schools were taken over by local Assyrians. The Russian Orthodox Mission in Urmia had begun opening schools among the Assyrian communities there in 1903 and, by 1906, it ran a total of 74 schools with 1,640 students, alongside a population of 32,000 converts. The Russian Orthodox Church also maintained schools among Assyrian émigré communities in a village near the Turkish city of Kars and the Caucasian provinces of Tiflis and Erivan (present-day Georgia and Armenia). In addition to these, there were another 20 schools run by other missions or private individuals, with a total of 500 students, in 1906. These included 4 German Lutheran schools operational since 1881, one Swedish Lutheran school opened in the 1880s, 7 Norwegian Lutheran schools operational since 1888, and possibly two Baptist schools opened after 1892. Eventually, in 1908/9, an independent Assyrian national school was also established. 

The Chaldean Catholic Church had already established some schools in Baghdad, Mosul and Diyarbakir during the 1700s, but its educational efforts did not begin to spread to rural communities until the unification of the patriarchates of Diyarbakir and Alqosh in 1830. By 1914, this Church had the most widespread educational system with the highest number of schools and students, 179 and between 7,250 and 7,500 respectively. This was due to the fact that this Church was strongly supported by the Dominican and Capuchin Missions in the Ottoman Empire and Lazarist Mission in Iran, as well as French diplomats in both countries. Apart from the schools in Urmia, the Chaldean Catholic Church ran some 16 schools in Hakkari (with about 360 students), 4 around Van (about 90 students), 20 and one seminary in Mosul and the Nineveh Plain (about 1,675 students), 26 in the districts of Dohuk, Zakho, Amedia and Aqra (about 1,000 students), 20 in Jazirah and Bohtan (about 1,000 students), 10 in and around Diyarbakir (about 530 students), 7 in the regions of Erbil and Kirkuk (about 460 students), 6 in Baghdad and southern Iraq (about 400 students), 4 in Mardin and Tur-‘Abdin (about 240 students), 4 in other cities of Iran (about 90 students), and another 4 in other parts of the Ottoman Empire (about 80 students). All of these schools provided instruction in Classical Syriac, but only those in the Nineveh Plain or Bohtan would have additionally taught some modern Assyrian. In addition to the schools, they also possessed a printing press in Mosul which published liturgical books, mostly in Classical Syriac, as well as some dictionaries and grammars.


Learning and Schools among the Western Assyrians:

In the 1840s, the Syriac Orthodox Church began its own education system, which later produced Assyrian thinkers and national leaders such as Prof. Ashur Yusuf, Naum Faik, Capt. Abraham Yusuf, Sanharib Balley, David Barsoum Perley, Farid Elias Nuzha and others. According to American Anglican missionary Horatio Southgate (1844), the story of the establishment of Syriac Orthodox schools is as follows:

“When the Patriarch [Ignatius Elias II, 1838-1847] was in Constantinople in 1838, the Armenian Patriarch [Stepanos III, 1831-1839] expostulated with him on the state of the nation, and among other things said to him, that a people without schools must inevitably decline. The remark sunk deep into the mind of the Patriarch, and was never forgotten. On his journey home, he visited most of the places where Syrians are to be found, and in every place established a school. They are of course on a very humble scale.”
Southgate (1856: 202)

The Armenians already had a head-start on the Assyrian patriarch; they established their first schools in the Ottoman Empire in the 1790s and, by 1914, there were over 1,996 Armenian schools and colleges with 173,022 pupils. The Syriac Orthodox Church, on the other hand, had a modest network of about 40 schools around the start of the First World War, more than half of which were in the region of Mardin and Tur-‘Abdin, and many of which were run from monasteries. This was still a very low number, since there were only between 2,300 and 2,700 students, most of whom were boys. Girls’ schools only existed in cities such as Diyarbakir and Mardin. 

By 1899, Syriac Orthodox immigrants in New Jersey established the Assyrian National School Association, later called the Assyrian Orphanage and School Association of America (AOSA). This organisation initially sent funds to support the schools that were being established by the Syriac Orthodox Patriarchate in the villages and towns of northern Mesopotamia. It later funded, ran and owned a school for Assyrian orphans in the Turkish city of Adana, which was transferred to Beirut in 1923. This organisation still maintains an office in Paramus, NJ and helps fund the school in Beirut, as well as other schools and orphanages run by the Syriac Orthodox Church. 

The Syriac Catholics also began their educational system in the 1840s. By the start of the First World War, they possessed a total of about 37 schools concentrated in the areas of Mardin and Tur-‘Abdin, Mosul and the Nineveh Plain, as well as in Levantine Syria. These had an estimated 2,000 students. The curricula of the Syriac Orthodox and Catholic Churches at this time included the teaching of Classical Syriac only, since the spoken dialects of modern Assyrian were restricted to the rural areas of Tur-‘Abdin and the Nineveh Plain, and they had not developed a written standard. The schools belonging to Western Assyrian Protestants will not be discussed because their sole language of instruction was Arabic. 


Conclusions:

As we can observe, both Eastern and Western Assyrians had a significant number of schools, the largest number of which were established in the districts of Urmia and Salmas in Iran. Additionally, most of these schools were run by Assyrian Churches as well as foreign missions. They also, for the most part, taught Christian religion along with some basic subjects such as arithmetic, etc. Most of these schools taught the classical Syriac language as a liturgical language and, unfortunately, it was only the Eastern Assyrians who taught their own vernacular, along with secular, modern subjects of higher learning. Furthermore, this was only started with the help of American missionaries. However it may be, these first Assyrian schools, colleges and printing presses were the reason not only for the development, spread and preservation of their language, but they also led to the birth of a modern literary corpus, as well as the establishment of nationalist ideologies. In conclusion, Assyrians today need to learn from their example if they wish to preserve their existence either in their ancestral homeland, or in the diaspora. More specifically, Assyrians need secular national schools, outside the circle of religiosity and sectarianism.

References:

Badger, George Percy: The Nestorians and their Rituals: with the Narrative of a Mission to Mesopotamia and Coordistan in 1842 – 1844, and of a Late Visit to Those Countries is 1850; also, Researches into the Present Conditions of the Syrian Jacobites, Papal Syrians and Chaldeans, and an Inquiry into the Religious Tenets of the Yezeedees, 2 Vols., London: Joseph Masters, 1852.

Becker, Adam: Revival and Awakening: American Evangelical Missionaries in Iran and the Origins of Assyrian Nationalism, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2015.

Benjamin, Yoab: “Assyrian Journalism: A 140-Year Experience,” Journal of Assyrian Academic Studies, Vol. 7, No.2 (1993), pp. 1-28.

Bird, Isabella L.: Journeys in Persia and Kurdistan: Including a Summer in the Upper Karun Region and a Visit to the Nestorian Rayahs by Mrs. Bishop, Vol. 2, London: John Murray, 1891.

Bréhier, Louis: “Turkish Empire,” in The Catholic Encyclopedia, Vol. 15, New York: Robert Appleton Company, 1912. Retrieved March 16, 2019 from New Advent: http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/15097a.htm 

Coakley, James F.: The Church of the East and the Church of England: A history of the Archbishop of Canterbury’s Assyrian Mission, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992.

Cuinet, Vital: La Turquie d’Asie, Géographie Administrative: Statistique Descriptive et Raisonnée de Chaque Province de l’Asie-Mineur, Vol. 2-3, Paris: Ernest Leroux, 1891-4.

[bookmark: _GoBack]---: Syrie, Liban et Palestine, Géographie Administrative: Statistique Descriptive et Raisonnée, Fasc. 1-4, Paris: Ernest Leroux, 1896-1904.

Curzon, George Nathaniel: Persia and the Persian Question, 2 Vols., London: Longmans, Green & Co., 1892.

Cutts, Edward L.: Christians Under the Crescent in Asia, London: Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, 1877.

David, Samuel: Tash‘ita ‘Attiqta w-Hadta d-Millat Ator-Kaldayta (“The Assyro-Chaldean History”), Chicago, 1923.

Driscoll, James F.: “Armenia,” in The Catholic Encyclopedia, Vol. 1, New York: Robert Appleton Company, 1907. Retrieved March 16, 2019 from New Advent: http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/01736b.htm 

Fortescue, Adrian: “Jerusalem (After 1291),” in The Catholic Encyclopedia, Vol. 8, New York: Robert Appleton Company, 1910. Retrieved March 16, 2019 from New Advent: http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/08364a.htm 

Gaunt, David: Massacres, Resistance, Protectors: Muslim-Christian Relations in Eastern Anatolia During World War I, Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias Press, 2006

Heazell, Francis Nicholson and Margoliouth, Jessie (eds.): Kurds and Christians, London: Wells Gardner, Darton and Co. Ltd., 1911.

Hornus, Jean-Michel: “Un rapport du consul de France a Erzeroum sur la situation des chrétiens en Perse au milieu du XIXe siecle”, Proche-Orient Chrétien, Vol. 20 (1970), pp. 272-301; Vol. 21 (1971), pp. 3-29, 289-315; and Vol. 22 (1972), pp. 18-46, 288-304.

Ishaya, Arianne: “From Contributions to Diaspora Assyrians in the History of Urmia Iran,” Journal of Assyrian Academic Studies, Vol. 16, No. 1 (2002), pp. 55-76.

Issawi, Charles (ed.): The Economic History of Iran: 1800-1914, Vol. 1, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1971.

Labourt, Jérôme: “Chaldean Christians,” in The Catholic Encyclopedia, Vol. 3, New York: Robert Appleton Company, 1908. Retrieved March 16, 2019 from New Advent: http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/03559a.htm 

Laurie, Thomas: Dr. Grant and the Mountain Nestorians, Boston: Gould and Lincoln, 1853.

Maclean, A. J., and Browne, W. H., The Catholicos of the East and his People, being the Impression of Five Years' Work in the “Archbishop of Canterbury's Assyrian Mission,” an Account of the Religious and Secular Life and Opinions of the Eastern Syrian Christians of Kurdistan and Northern Persia (Known also as Nestorians), London: Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, 1892.

Macuch, Rudolf: Geschichte der spät- und neusyrischen Literatur, Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1976.

---: “ASSYRIANS IN IRAN: i. The Assyrian community (Āšūrīān) in Iran,” Encyclopaedia Iranica, Vol. II, Fasc. 8, pp. 817-822.

---: “ASSYRIANS IN IRAN: ii. Literature of the Assyrians in Iran,” Encyclopaedia Iranica, Vol. II, Fasc. 8, pp. 822-824.

Mar Yosip-Simono, Liza (ed.): Ilana d-Hayye d-Bet Mar Yawsip d-‘Ada (The Tree of Life of the Mar Yosip Family of ‘Ada), Tehran: Assyrian Evangelical Church, 2003.

Martin, Jean-Pierre Paulin: La Chaldée; Esquisse Historique suivie de quelques réflexions sur l’orient, Rome: Imprimerie de la Civiltà Cattolia, 1867.

Missionaries of the A.B.C.F.M.: Nestorian Biography: Being Sketches of Pious Nestorians who have died at Oroomiah, Persia, Boston: Massachusetts Sabbath School Society, 1857.

Mooken, Mar Aprem: The Assyrian Church of the East in the Twentieth Century, Kottayam: St. Ephrem Ecumenical Research Institute (SEERI), 2003.

Murre-van den Berg, Heleen H.L.: “The Missionaries’ Assistants: The Role of Assyrians in the Development of Written Urmia Aramaic,” Journal of the Assyrian Academic Society, 10, 2 (1996), 3-17.

---: “The American Board and the Eastern Churches: the ‘Nestorian Mission’ (1844-1846),” Orientalia Christiana Periodica, Vol. 65:1 (1999), pp. 117-138.

---: From a Spoken to a Written Language: The Introduction and Development of Literary Urmia Aramaic in the Nineteenth Century, Leiden: De Goeje Fund, 1999.

---: “’Dear Mother of my Soul’: Fidelia Fiske and the role of women missionaries in mid-nineteenth century Iran,” Exchange, Vol. 30:1 (January 2001), pp. 33-48.

Oussani, Gabriel: “Persia,” in The Catholic Encyclopedia, Vol. 11, New York: Robert Appleton Company, 1911. Retrieved March 16, 2019 from New Advent: http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/11712a.htm 

---: “Syria,” in The Catholic Encyclopedia, Vol. 14, New York: Robert Appleton Company, 1912. Retrieved March 16, 2019 from New Advent: http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/14399a.htm 

Patros, Yawnan T’oma: Mushava: Mata d-Atoraye Gabbare (Mushawa: Village of Mighty Assyrians), Fresno, 2000.

Perkins, Justin: A Residence of Eight Years in Persia Among Nestorian Christians, with Notes of the Muhamhedans, Andover: Allen, Morrill & Wardwell, 1843.

Pétridès, Sophrone: “Aleppo,” in The Catholic Encyclopedia, Vol. 1, New York: Robert Appleton Company, 1907. Retrieved March 16, 2019 from New Advent: http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/01283b.htm 

---: “Amadia and Akra,” in The Catholic Encyclopedia, Vol. 1, New York: Robert Appleton Company, 1907. Retrieved March 16, 2019 from New Advent: http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/01376a.htm 

---: “The Diocese of Amida,” in The Catholic Encyclopedia, Vol. 1, New York: Robert Appleton Company, 1907. Retrieved March 16, 2019 from New Advent: http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/01429c.htm 

---: “Bagdad,” in The Catholic Encyclopedia, Vol. 2, New York: Robert Appleton Company, 1907. Retrieved March 16, 2019 from New Advent: http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/02202c.htm 

Reed, George S.: “Van Villages,” Assyrian Mission Quarterly Paper, No. 75 (April 1909), pp. 944-7.

Solomon, Solomon (Sawa): “The Establishment and Abandonment of Assyrian Timar,” Nineveh Magazine, No. 17, No. 1-2 (1994), p. 17.

Southgate, Horatio: Narrative of a Visit to the Syrian (Jacobite) Church of Mesopotamia; with statements and reflections upon the present state of Christianity in Turkey and the character and prospects of the Eastern Churches, New York: Dana and Company, 1856.

Taylor, Gordon: Fever and Thirst: A Missionary Doctor and the Christian Tribes of Kurdistan, Chicago: Academy Chicago Publishers, 2005.

Tfinkdji, Joseph: L’église Chaldéenne Catholique autrefois et aujourd’hui, Paris: Bureaux des Études Ecclésiastiques, 1913; also published as an article in Annuaire Pontifical Catholique, Vol. 17 (1914), pp. 449-525.

Vailhé, Siméon: “Beirut,” in The Catholic Encyclopedia, Vol. 1, New York: Robert Appleton Company, 1907. Retrieved March 16, 2019 from New Advent: http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/02392a.htm 

---: “Edessa,” in The Catholic Encyclopedia, Vol. 5, New York: Robert Appleton Company, 1909. Retrieved March 16, 2019 from New Advent: http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/05282a.htm 

---: “Emesa,” in The Catholic Encyclopedia, Vol. 5, New York: Robert Appleton Company, 1909. Retrieved March 16, 2019 from New Advent: http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/05402a.htm 

---: “Gezireh,” in The Catholic Encyclopedia, Vol. 6, New York: Robert Appleton Company, 1909. Retrieved March 16, 2019 from New Advent: http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/06541b.htm

---: “Mardin,” in The Catholic Encyclopedia, Vol. 9, New York: Robert Appleton Company, 1910. Retrieved March 16, 2019 from New Advent: http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/09650e.htm 

---: “Mossul,” in The Catholic Encyclopedia, Vol. 10, New York: Robert Appleton Company, 1911. Retrieved March 16, 2019 from New Advent: http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/10598b.htm 

---: “Salmas,” in The Catholic Encyclopedia, Vol. 13, New York: Robert Appleton Company, 1912. Retrieved March 16, 2019 from New Advent: http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/13402a.htm  

---: “Seerth,” in The Catholic Encyclopedia, Vol. 13, New York: Robert Appleton Company, 1912. Retrieved March 16, 2019 from New Advent: http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/13681c.htm 

---: “Urmiah,” in The Catholic Encyclopedia, Vol. 15, New York: Robert Appleton Company, 1912. Retrieved March 16, 2019 from New Advent: http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/15225a.htm 

---: “Zakho,” in The Catholic Encyclopedia, Vol. 15, New York: Robert Appleton Company, 1912. Retrieved March 16, 2019 from New Advent: http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/15745c.htm  

Vine, Aubrey R.: The Nestorian Churches: A concise history of Nestorian Christianity in Asia from the Persian schism to the modern Assyrians, London: Independent Press, 1937.

Wigram, William A.: “Daily Happenings,” Assyrian Mission Quarterly Paper, No. 75 (April 1909), pp. 949-950.

Wilmshurst, David: The Ecclesiastical Organisation of the Church of the East, 1318-1918, Leuven: Peeters, 2000.

Wilson, Samuel G.: Persian Life and Customs: with scenes and incidents of residence and travel in the land of the lion and the sun, New York: Fleming H. Revell Company, 1900.
9

