The Arameans of Afrin: A Reporton a
Deep History and a Fragile Presence
Before 2010

l. Introduction: Situating the Arameans in the Complex
Mosaic of Afrin

The Afrin District of northern Syria, situated in the northwestern corner of the Aleppo
Governorate, presents a profound historical paradox. Before the seismic demographic shifts
initiated by the Syrian Civil War in 2011, the region was known demographically as an
overwhelmingly Kurdish area." Yet, beneath this modern reality lies a landscape saturated with
the heritage of one of the ancient Near East's most influential peoples: the Arameans. The
central paradox of Afrin's Aramean heritage is this stark dichotomy between a deep, tangible
historical and archaeological legacy and the numerically small, almost demographically
invisible, presence of an Aramean-descended Christian community in the period before 2010.
This report seeks to investigate this paradox. It will explore how a region that hosts the
magnificent Aramean-era temple of Ain Dara, the sacred burial site of the Aramean hermit
Saint Maron in Brad, and the ruins of ancient Syriac-named churches like Fafartin, came to be
populated by a small Christian community of only a few hundred families within a district of
over half a million people.® Understanding this requires a journey through millennia of history,
from the rise of Aramean kingdoms to the Christianization of the Levant and the complex
evolution of ethnic and religious identities.

The temporal scope of this analysis is strictly focused on the period leading up to and
concluding in 2010. This year serves as a critical baseline, capturing the state of the region
before the Syrian Civil War and the subsequent 2018 Turkish-led military operation, which
radically and violently altered the district's demographic and social fabric.®> While events
post-2010 fall outside the primary scope of this report, they underscore the importance of
documenting the pre-conflict reality that has now been irrevocably lost.

A note on terminology is essential. The identities discussed herein are complex and often
politically charged. This report will use the term "Aramean" to refer to the ancient Semitic
people who emerged in the late second millennium BCE and to the modern communities who
self-identify with this national name.'® The term "Syriac" will be used primarily to refer to the
specific dialect of Aramaic that became the literary and liturgical language of these
communities after their conversion to Christianity, and by extension, to the Christian



cultural-religious identity that evolved from the Aramean people.” It is crucial to acknowledge
that "Syriac" originated as a Greek exonym for Arameans and that many modern individuals
and groups use the terms "Aramean" and "Syriac" interchangeably." Furthermore, this report
recognizes the overlapping and sometimes competing identity claim of "Assyrian," which
posits a direct continuity from the ancient Assyrian Empire and is held by many
Aramaic-speaking Christians today.' This analysis will present these different perspectives as
documented in the sources without adjudicating their validity, aiming instead to understand
the historical processes that gave rise to this complexity.

By synthesizing archaeological evidence, classical and medieval texts, modern demographic
data, and community reports from a range of multilingual sources, this report will construct a
holistic picture of the Aramean presence and heritage in Afrin. It will navigate the layers of
history to explain how a land of such profound importance to Aramean-Syriac civilization
came to hold only a fragile echo of that community in the modern era.

Il. The Ancient Arameans: A Semitic Civilization and its
Lingua Franca

The story of the Arameans in northern Syria is one of transformation from mobile pastoralist
groups into the dominant cultural and linguistic force of the ancient Near East. Their legacy is
not one of a single, monolithic empire, but of a pervasive and enduring civilization built upon a
network of states and a shared language that would shape the region for over a millennium.

A. Origins and Rise to Prominence (c. 1200-800 BCE)

The Arameans were a Semitic-speaking people who likely existed as semi-nomadic
pastoralists in the Syrian steppe and northern Mesopotamia long before their rise to political
power.'® The earliest potential references to a place or people named "Aram" appear in
inscriptions from Akkad under Naram-Sin (c. 2250 BCE), Mari (c. 1900 BCE), and Ugarit (c.
1300 BCE), establishing their deep roots in the Syrian landscape.”® However, it was during the
widespread societal collapse of the Late Bronze Age around 1200 BCE that the highly mobile
and competitive Aramean tribes seized the opportunity created by the decline of the great
powers like the Hittite Empire and Egypt.'® They began to raid and migrate throughout the
region, eventually taking control of many established cities and founding new ones.™

Unlike the centralized empires they replaced, the Arameans maintained a tribal organization.
Their political entities were often identified as belonging to the "house of..." an ancestral
figure, rendered in Akkadian as Bit followed by a name.' This decentralized structure gave
rise to a constellation of influential city-states and kingdoms across Syria and Mesopotamia.
Among the most notable in and around northern Syria were Bit-Adini on the Euphrates, Bit
Agusi (whose capital was Arpad, modern Tell Rifaat), and Sam'al (modern Zincirli HoyUk) at the



foot of the Amanus mountains.'® Other significant Aramean states included Hamath and the
powerful kingdom of Aram-Damascus, which became a major rival to both the northern
kingdom of Israel and the expanding Neo-Assyrian Empire.'® By the 9th century BCE,
Arameans politically dominated the entirety of ancient Syria.™

This historical pattern of political decentralization is foundational. The Arameans never forged
a single, unified empire but existed as a dynamic, and often fractious, collection of rival
kingdoms and tribal confederations.”” This lack of a central political authority meant that
Aramean identity was likely localized, tied to a specific city like Damascus or Arpad, or to a
tribal lineage like Adini or Agusi, rather than to a pan-Aramean national consciousness. This
ancient political fragmentation appears to be a deep-rooted antecedent to the modern
divisions among Aramean-descended peoples. When Christianity was later adopted, it
entered a pre-existing landscape of regional and tribal loyalties. Ecclesiastical structures,
such as bishoprics, often mapped onto these existing divisions. Subsequent theological
disputes, particularly after the Council of Chalcedon in 451 CE, hardened these lines,
contributing to the formation of distinct churches (e.g., Syriac Orthodox, Maronite, Church of
the East).” Therefore, the contemporary challenge of uniting Syriac-speaking peoples under a
single national identity is not merely a product of recent politics but reflects a historical
pattern of fragmentation stretching back to their Iron Age origins.

B. The Aramaic Language: From Tribal Tongue to Imperial Lingua
Franca

The most enduring legacy of the Arameans was their language. They developed a distinctive
alphabetic script, an innovation of immense consequence.' Unlike the cumbersome
cuneiform script pressed into clay tablets, the Aramaic alphabet was written on perishable but
portable materials like parchment, leather, and papyrus.'® This ease of use and transport
facilitated its rapid and widespread adoption.

Initially the language of disparate Aramean tribes, Aramaic's influence grew exponentially
when it was adopted as the official language of empire. The scribes of the Neo-Assyrian
Empire (911-605 BCE) began using Aramaic for administration alongside Akkadian, and its
prominence soared.? This practice was continued and expanded by their successors, the
Neo-Babylonian Empire (605-539 BCE) and, most significantly, the Achaemenid Persian
Empire (539-330 BCE)." Under the Achaemenids, a standardized form of Aramaic, known as
Imperial Aramaic, became the official language of administration, trade, and diplomacy across
a vast territory stretching from Egypt to India.”

For centuries, Aramaic was the lingua franca of the Near East, the common tongue that
connected diverse peoples." It was the language of commerce and culture long after the
Aramean kingdoms themselves had been subjugated by Assyria in the 8th and 7th centuries
BCE." Its influence was profound, leaving its mark on other major languages of the region,
including Hebrew, Persian, and later, Arabic.” It is the language of sections of the Hebrew



Bible (in the books of Daniel and Ezra) and is widely recognized by scholars as the language
spoken by Jesus and his disciples in 1st-century Judea." This linguistic ascendancy ensured
that even as the Arameans faded as a distinct political power, their cultural DNA, carried by

their language, became deeply embedded throughout the Middle East.

lll. The Transformation of an Identity: From "Aramean”
to "Syriac”

The next great transformation in the history of the Aramean people was religious. The
adoption of Christianity fundamentally reshaped their identity, culture, and even their name,
initiating a complex process of evolution from the ancient "Aramean" to the Christian "Syriac"
identity that persists in various forms to this day.

A. The Christianization of the Arameans

Between the 1st and 4th centuries CE, the Aramean-populated lands of Syria and
Mesopotamia became fertile ground for the new Christian faith. This gradual conversion led to
the replacement of the old polytheistic Aramean religion, which had centered on deities such
as the storm-god Hadad (also known as Ramman).'® As communities embraced Christianity,
their language, Aramaic, was adapted to serve the new religion. A specific dialect of Aramaic
spoken in the city of Edessa (modern-day Sanliurfa, Turkey) emerged as the premier literary
standard for these Christian communities. This dialect, known as Classical Syriac, became the
language of theology, philosophy, and liturgy."” The translation of the Bible into Syriac, known
as the

Peshitta, was a pivotal achievement that codified the language and became a cornerstone of
this new Christian culture.™

B. "Syriac": An Exonym Becomes an Endonym

The name by which these Christian Arameans came to be known, "Syriac," has a complex
history rooted in the naming conventions of outsiders. The term "Syria" itself is a Hellenistic
abbreviation, a name the Greeks derived from "Assyria" to denote the lands of the Levant."
Classical historians writing in Greek, who had the most intimate contact with the region,
consistently used this geographic term as an ethnic one. A wealth of historical testimony
confirms that the people the Greeks called "Syrioi" (Syrians or Syriacs) were the very same
people who identified themselves as "Arameans"."

e The Greek Stoic philosopher Poseidonios of Apamea (c. 135-51 BCE) stated plainly:

"The people we Greek call Syriacs, they call themselves Arameans™."



e The geographer Strabo (c. 64 BCE - 24 CE), quoting Poseidonios, affirmed this, writing,
"the people whom we call Syriacs are by the Syriacs themselves called Arameans"."
e The 1st-century Jewish historian Flavius Josephus recorded that the biblical figure
Aram was the ancestor of "the Arameans, which the Greeks called Syriacs"."
e The 4th-century Christian historian Eusebius of Caesarea made the same connection,
stating, "and from Aram the Arameans, which are also called Syriacs"."
Over time, this Greek exonym was adopted by the Christian Arameans themselves. They
began to use the Aramaic form Suryoyo (or Suryaya) as a synonym for their original identity,
Oromoyo (Aramean)." This adoption was likely reinforced by the fact that their main
ecclesiastical center was the Patriarchate of Antioch in Roman Syria. Aramean Christian
writers from the 4th century onward provide abundant evidence of this fluid and
interchangeable usage. The great theologian Saint Ephrem the Syrian (d. 373) referred to his
homeland as "Aram-Nahrin" and to his people as Arameans, while also being known as "the
Syrian™." The 12th-century Syriac Orthodox Patriarch Michael the Great wrote explicitly of “the
kingdoms which have been established in Antiquity by our race, (that of) the Aramaeans
[Oromoye], namely the descendants of Aram, who were called Syrians"."? This historical
record demonstrates a clear and conscious link between the two terms, with "Syriac"

emerging as the Christianized marker for the ancient Aramean people.

C. The Modern Identity Discourse: Aramean, Syriac, Assyrian

In the modern era, these historical terms have become subjects of intense political and
cultural debate, and they are no longer simple synonyms. Several competing identity
narratives exist within the broader Aramaic-speaking Christian community.

The Arameanist perspective, strongly represented in the sources, argues that "Aramean" is
the only historically and ethnically correct national name for the people." From this viewpoint,
"Syriac" is a valid cultural and linguistic descriptor that became a synonym for Aramean after
Christianization. This perspective contends that the names "Assyrian" and "Chaldean" are
misnomers applied to segments of their community by Western Catholic and Protestant
missionaries in the 16th and 19th centuries, respectively, creating artificial divisions within a
single Aramean nation."

The Assyrianist perspective, also well-documented, posits a direct and unbroken ethnic and
cultural continuity from the ancient Assyrian Empire of Mesopotamia.'* Proponents of this
view argue that the name "Syria" and "Syriac" are themselves direct linguistic derivatives of
"Assyria" and "Assyrian".” This identity is particularly strong among followers of the Church of
the East and its Catholic counterpart, the Chaldean Catholic Church, but is also held by
members of other Syriac denominations.” They see themselves as the indigenous Assyrian
people of Mesopotamia and the Levant, who adopted Christianity and the Aramaic/Syriac
language.™

This report does not seek to resolve this deeply felt and complex debate. Rather, it



acknowledges its existence as a critical feature of the community's modern reality.
Understanding this discourse is essential for interpreting the sources, as the choice of
terminology—Aramean, Syriac, or Assyrian—often reflects a specific historical and political
standpoint. For the purposes of this report, the focus remains on the demonstrable historical
and archaeological connections of the Aramean people and their Syriac Christian successors
to the Afrin region.

IV. The Aramean-Syriac Legacy in the Afrin Region: An
Archaeological and Historical Survey

Despite its 20th-century demographic profile as a predominantly Kurdish region, the physical
landscape of the Afrin District is a veritable open-air museum of Aramean and Syriac Christian
history. The remarkable concentration of world-class archaeological sites provides irrefutable
evidence that this area was once a cultural and religious heartland for these communities. The
ruins are not merely isolated points on a map; collectively, they narrate a story of
transition—from Aramean paganism to Syriac Christianity, from rural asceticism to
institutionalized religion, and from local culture to a global faith.

A. Echoes of Antiquity: The Ain Dara Temple and Aramean Cultural
Imprint

Located just 8 km south of the modern town of Afrin, the temple of Ain Dara stands as a
monumental testament to the region's pre-Christian Aramean heritage.?” Built between
approximately 1300 and 740 BCE, during the height of the Syro-Hittite and Aramean
city-states, the temple is a prime example of the religious architecture of the era.* The
structure, erected on a high platform overlooking the Afrin Valley, features a distinctive
three-part layout of a porch, a middle room, and an inner sanctum, constructed with massive
basalt blocks on limestone foundations.” Its walls were adorned with basalt reliefs of lions and
sphinxes, and most famously, a series of giant, 1-meter-long bare footprints carved into the
stone floor, suggesting the procession of a colossal deity.*

The temple's significance is amplified by its striking similarities to the biblical description of
Solomon's Temple in Jerusalem; scholars have identified over 30 architectural elements
common to both structures.* The discovery in a nearby field of a Luwian stele from the 9th or
8th century BCE, a script often used alongside Aramaic in the Syro-Hittite cultural sphere,
further solidifies the site's context within the Aramean world.?” Ain Dara is not merely a local
ruin; it is a site of global importance that anchors the Afrin region firmly within the orbit of
ancient Aramean civilization.



B. The Christianization of the Afrin Valley: The Dead Cities and Early
Syriac Heritage

The transition from Aramean polytheism to Syriac Christianity is vividly preserved in the
landscape of the Limestone Massif, a rugged highland area that includes parts of Afrin and is
famous for its hundreds of abandoned Byzantine-era settlements, often called the "Dead
Cities".® These settlements, which prospered from the 4th to the 7th centuries CE, were
inhabited by a Syriac-speaking population and offer a unique snapshot of early Christian rural
life.??

e Fafartin: In the Kurdish village of Fafartin lie the remains of a basilica dated with
precision by an inscription to 372 CE, making it one of the oldest known and dated
church buildings in the world.” The name "Fafartin" is itself of Syriac origin, meaning
"fruit of the fig," a direct linguistic link to the Aramaic-speaking Christians who built and
worshipped there.” Though now mostly in ruins, its surviving apse stands as a silent
witness to this early Christian community.

e Kfar Nabu: The archaeological site of Kfar Nabu offers a perfect illustration of the
region's religious transformation. The name means "Village of Nabu," an ancient
Mesopotamian and Aramean god of writing and wisdom, pointing to a pre-Christian
cultic center.®° On this site, a Roman-era pagan temple was physically converted into a
Christian church in 398 CE.*° This act of architectural and religious appropriation,
documented in stone, encapsulates the profound cultural shift that swept through the
Aramean population of the region.

e Cyrrhus (Nabi Houri): Overlooking the Afrin River, the ancient city of Cyrrhus was a
major military and administrative hub for the Roman Empire.?’ By the 4th century CE, it
had become an important Christian center with its own bishop, demonstrating the deep
institutionalization of the church in the Afrin valley well before the Arab conquest.?’

C. Brad and the Maronite Connection: The Enduring Legacy of Saint
Maron the Aramean

Perhaps the most significant Christian site in the Afrin District is the village of Brad (ancient
Kparo Brad), located about 15 km northwest of Aleppo.® This extensive Byzantine-era
settlement is revered as the place where Saint Maron—the spiritual father of the Maronite
Church—was buried after his death around 410 CE.® Saint Maron himself was a
Syriac-speaking hermit of Aramean origins who lived a life of open-air asceticism in the
nearby region of Cyrrhus.* His disciples and the community that formed around them, known
as the

Beit Maroun (House of Maron), became the nucleus of what would evolve into the Maronite
Church.®®



The archaeological remains at Brad attest to its importance. The site is dominated by the ruins
of the Julianos Church, a magnificent three-aisled basilica built between 399 and 402 CE.® At
42 meters long, it was one of the largest churches in northern Syria.** Adjacent to it was a
smaller, 5th-century chapel or martyrium, which is believed to have been built specifically to
house the sarcophagus and relics of the renowned holy man, Saint Maron.*

The connection to this site is not merely historical; it remains a living part of Maronite identity.
In February 2010, just a year before the Syrian conflict began, a high-level Lebanese Maronite
delegation visited Brad to commemorate the 1600th anniversary of Saint Maron's death,
declaring it a place of pilgrimage.® This event powerfully reaffirmed the site's contemporary
religious significance and its role as a foundational location for a global Christian community
with Aramean roots. The collective evidence from Ain Dara, Fafartin, Kfar Nabu, Cyrrhus, and
Brad paints a clear picture: the Afrin region was not a peripheral territory but a vibrant center
of Aramean-Syriac civilization for well over a millennium.

Table 1: Key Archaeological and Historical Sites with Aramean-Syriac
Significance in the Afrin Region

Site Name Location Period of Cultural/Religio|Key Features & [Relevant
(Modern & (Sub-district) [Significance |us Affiliation [Significance [Sources
Ancient)

Ain Dara Afrin Iron Age (c.  |Aramean/ Major temple [
1300-740 BCE)[Syro-Hittite complex,
colossal
footprints,

reliefs; noted
similarities to
Solomon's
Temple.

(=

Brad (Kparo  |Afrin Late Syriac Revered as the
Brad) Roman/Byzanti [Christian, tomb site of St.
ne (4th-6th c. |Maronite Maron.

CE) Features the
monumental
Julianos
Basilica, a
monastery, and
numerous
other
churches.

Fafartin Afrin Byzantine (372 [Syriac One of the [’
CE) Christian world's oldest




dated
basilicas. The
name is Syriac
for "fruit of the
fig."

Kfar Nabu

Afrin

Roman/Byzanti
ne (2nd-5th c.
CE)

Aramean
(Pagan) ->
Syriac
Christian

Temple to the
Aramean god
Nabu, later
converted into
@ church,
illustrating
religious
transition.
Considered a
possible death
place of St.
Maron.

30

Cyrrhus (Nabi
Houri)

Sharran

Roman/Byzanti
ne (until 7th c.
CE)

Roman, Syriac
Christian

Major Roman
city that
became an
important
Christian
bishopric,
indicating
institutional
strength of the
church in the
region.

V. The Demographic Landscape of Afrin District
Before 2010

In stark contrast to its deep Aramean-Syriac history, the demographic landscape of the Afrin
District in the period immediately preceding the 2011 conflict was defined by an overwhelming
Kurdish majority and a very small, multifaceted Christian minority. Reconstructing the precise
size and nature of this Christian community requires a careful synthesis of disparate and
sometimes fragmented data from official censuses, scholarly reports, and community

sources.




A. The Overwhelming Kurdish Majority

The last official Syrian census conducted before the major wartime displacements was in
2004, which recorded the population of Afrin District as 172,095." A later estimate from Syria's
Central Bureau of Statistics for 2010 gave a significantly higher figure of 523,000, a number
that likely reflects the influx of internally displaced persons (IDPs) into the relatively stable
region in the years leading up to the 2011 uprising.®

Crucially, official Syrian censuses under the Ba'athist government did not include data on
ethnicity, as the state did not recognize non-Arab groups like the Kurds as a distinct ethnic
identity.® Despite this official erasure, the district was widely described by observers and
scholars as "homogeneously Kurdish".! Kurdish sources estimate that at least 97% of Afrin's
pre-war population was ethnically Kurdish.® The small remaining percentage was composed of
several other minority groups, including Arabs and Turkmen concentrated in a few villages, as
well as distinct religious communities like the Yazidis and Alevis.?

B. Reconstructing the Christian Presence: A Synthesis of Disparate
Data

The Christian population of Afrin before 2010 was a tiny fraction of the total. Various sources
provide a range of estimates, but all point to a community of no more than a few hundred
families. One report suggests a figure of 300 Christian families were present in the district.
Another, from the Evangelical Christian Union Church, estimates 200 to 250 Christian families,
totaling about 1,200 individuals, lived there before the 2018 invasion.“® A separate account
mentions a population of up to 2,000 Christians, though it notes most had already left.*'
These Christians were primarily concentrated in Afrin city center and in the sub-districts of
Rajo and Maabatli.?

The composition of this small community was notably complex, revealing what can be
described as a "dual nature." On one hand, there is evidence of a very recent and dynamic
community of ethnic Kurdish converts to Evangelical Protestantism. This group was centered
around the Church of the Good Shepherd in Afrin city, a congregation that became
particularly visible in the years just before and after 2011.3¢ Their pastor confirmed that the
community consisted of Kurdish families, and their services were conducted in Kurdish and
Arabic.*

On the other hand, there are indications of a more traditional and historically rooted Christian
presence. One source speaks of “20 churches and ancient temples" in the district, a number
that far exceeds the needs of a single Evangelical congregation and suggests a longer history
of Christian worship.® Other accounts mention the presence of Armenian families and allude
to a historical medley of denominations including "Armenians, Nestorians, Orthodox, Greeks,
Arameans (or Syriacs), Melkites" who had lived peacefully in the region.®



This evidence suggests that the pre-2010 Christian community was not monolithic. It was
likely composed of two distinct, though possibly overlapping, groups: a small, residual
population belonging to historic Eastern churches (such as Armenian Orthodox or perhaps a
few Syriac/Aramean families) who represented a living link to the region's ancient Christian
past, and a newer, more visible community of ethnic Kurdish converts to Evangelicalism. This
duality is significant. The historical communities would carry the cultural and religious weight
of the heritage embodied by sites like Brad and Fafartin. The Kurdish converts, meanwhile,
would have had a different and unique relationship with the surrounding society—ethnically
part of the Kurdish majority but religiously a distinct minority. To speak of “Christians in Afrin"
before 2010 is therefore to speak of at least two different social realities coexisting within the
same small community. This nuance helps explain why some sources emphasize the "recent"
nature of the community while others allude to a deeper, more diverse history.

Table 2: Estimated Christian Population and Presence in Afrin District
(Pre-2011)

Metric Estimate / Description Primary Sources
Total Christian Families 200-300 families P
Total Christian Individuals [~1,200 individuals; "up to (10
2,000"
Primary Locations Afrin City, Rajo sub-district, P
Maabatli sub-district
Known Denominations Evangelical (Kurdish converts), 8

Armenian; historical presence
of Syriac/Aramean, Orthodox,
Catholic, Melkite mentioned.

al

Key Places of Worship Church of the Good Shepherd
(Evangelical); claims of "20
churches and ancient temples"
(largely unspecified).

VI. Inter-Community Relations and Social Fabric
(Pre-2010)

Understanding the social dynamics of the small Aramean-Syriac and broader Christian
community in Afrin before 2010 requires a largely inferential analysis, as specific sociological
studies of the district from that period are scarce. However, by examining the overarching



political context of the Syrian state and drawing upon regional patterns of inter-communal
relations, a plausible reconstruction of the social fabric can be achieved. The evidence
suggests an environment of pragmatic, generally peaceful coexistence, shaped significantly
by a dynamic of "shared otherness" in the face of the central government's policies.

A. The Ba'athist Context: An Arabist State and Non-Arab Minorities

From the time the Ba'ath Party came to power in 1963, the Syrian state aggressively promoted
an Arab nationalist ideology.® This official policy did not recognize the distinct ethnic identities
of large non-Arab populations, most notably the Kurds, who were subjected to discriminatory
policies, harassment, and the suppression of their language and culture.” In a district like
Afrin, which was over 97% Kurdish, this state-sponsored Arabization was the dominant
political reality and a primary source of tension between the local population and the central
government in Damascus.?

Within this framework, Christians were officially recognized as a religious minority, but
non-Arab Christians, such as Syriacs/Arameans and Armenians, faced a dual challenge. While
their religion was tolerated, their non-Arab ethnicity and heritage were subsumed under the
state's monolithic Arabist identity.*® They shared with the Kurds the status of being outside
the state's ideal national model.

B. Kurd-Christian Relations in Afrin: A Plausible Reconstruction

The history of Kurd-Christian relations in the broader Middle East is deeply complex, marked
by periods of violent conflict and periods of coexistence. The 1915 Sayfo (Genocide) saw
some Kurdish tribes participate in the Ottoman-era massacres of Armenians and
Assyrians/Syriacs, a historical trauma that has left deep scars.*® However, there have also
been long periods of side-by-side living and pragmatic cooperation.*’

In the specific context of Ba'athist Syria, the shared experience of being non-Arabs under an
Arabist regime likely fostered a localized environment of tolerance in Afrin. For the tiny
Christian minority, navigating a social landscape dominated by the Kurdish majority would
have required a delicate balance. Antagonizing the local majority would have been untenable,
while aligning too closely with the repressive central state would have been both risky and
culturally dissonant. The most stable path was a form of quiet integration into the local,
Kurdish-dominated social fabric.

The strongest evidence for a relatively harmonious relationship is the existence of the Kurdish
Evangelical community.®® The fact that ethnic Kurds were converting to Christianity and
establishing their own church within Afrin indicates that the social boundaries between the
groups were permeable and that relations were not characterized by overt hostility or
persecution. Such a development would be highly unlikely in an environment of deep-seated
animosity. This suggests a level of social interaction that went beyond simple, segregated



coexistence.

C. The Role of Afrin as a Relative Safe Haven

This pre-2010 dynamic of localized tolerance helps explain why Afrin was widely perceived as
a safe haven in the initial years of the Syrian Civil War. From 2011 onwards, the district served
as a refuge for a massive influx of IDPs of all ethnicities—including Kurds, Arabs, Yazidis, and
Christians—fleeing violence in other parts of the country." This reputation for stability and
safety was not created in a vacuum; it was rooted in the pre-existing social dynamics. The
state's political pressure on the Kurdish majority may have paradoxically created a space
where other minorities were seen not as rivals, but as fellow “"others" who could be afforded a
degree of acceptance within the local societal structure, a structure that prioritized local
stability over the divisive politics of the central government.

VIl. Conclusion: A Small Community with a Deep
History

The examination of the Aramean presence in the Afrin District before 2010 reveals a story of
profound historical depth coexisting with a fragile demographic present. The central paradox
identified at the outset of this report is confirmed by the evidence: while the modern, pre-war
Christian community was numerically tiny, the land itself is a core territory of Aramean and
Syriac Christian heritage.

The analysis has demonstrated that the Afrin region was not a peripheral area but a vibrant
center of Aramean culture and, later, a cradle of Syriac Christianity. This is irrefutably proven
by the monumental archaeological record. The Iron Age Aramean temple at Ain Dara, the
numerous Byzantine Christian settlements of the "Dead Cities," the Syriac-named village of
Fafartin with its ancient basilica, and, most poignantly, the village of Brad, revered as the
resting place of the Aramean hermit Saint Maron, all anchor this region at the heart of
Aramean-Syriac history. These sites physically narrate the key transitions of this people: from
polytheism to Christianity, from asceticism to institutional religion, and from a local culture to
a global faith.

Juxtaposed against this immense historical weight was the reality of 2010: a district that was
overwhelmingly Kurdish, with a Christian population of only a few hundred families. This
community was itself complex, composed of a small, residual element of historic
denominations like the Armenians and a newer, growing congregation of ethnic Kurdish
converts to Evangelicalism. Their existence, while demographically slight, was sustained within
a social fabric of generally peaceful coexistence with the Kurdish majority, a dynamic likely
fostered by their "shared otherness" in the face of the Ba'athist state's Arabist ideology.
Ultimately, the Afrin District before 2010 must be understood as a place of deeply layered



identity. It was simultaneously an ancient Aramean heartland, a foundational site for Maronite
Christianity, a center of Syrian Kurdish culture, and a small part of the modern Syrian state.
The pre-2010 period represented a unique moment in this long and complex history, one
where a deep past coexisted with a very different demographic present. The catastrophic
events that have unfolded since 2011 have not just altered but have effectively erased this
specific social and demographic arrangement. The Christian community has been almost
entirely displaced. This makes the scholarly reconstruction of the pre-war period all the more
critical, as it documents a lost historical baseline and preserves the memory of a small
community with a history of immense significance.
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