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P
ublic buildings in Mosul 
have been spruced up and 
banners unfurled to cel-
ebrate the anniversary of 
the fall of Iraq’s second 

largest city to the Islamic State (ISIS) 
group.

It is an event Archbishop Yohan-
na Mouche, responsible for what 
remains of Northern Iraq’s Syriac 
Catholics, remembers well. While 
ISIS zealots view the conquest as 
presaging the foundation of a glo-
rious caliphate, Mouche sees in it 
the destruction of one of the oldest 
Christian communities.

“In the first days, ISIS did not do 
anything to the Christians. Quite the 
opposite, they would invite us to 
stay and live together. After a while 
they announced this arrangement 
had conditions,” Mouche recalled.

The conditions were stark and 
non-negotiable: Convert to Islam 
and live as an equal citizen or re-
main Christian and pay the jizya, 
essentially protection money that 
rendered Christians second-class 
citizens, a status Mouche describes 
as akin to slavery. There was a third 
option: Leave ISIS-controlled areas 
or die.

The archbishop and other Chris-
tian notables were invited to meet 
with ISIS leaders regarding the con-
ditions. “We did not go to the meet-
ing because these conditions are not 
a discussion,” Mouche said in Erbil.

ISIS responded harshly: “They 
took Christians and robbed them. 
They even took medicine and milk 
from children. They would take the 
milk at checkpoints and throw it on 
the floor, saying ‘make the bishop 
give you more,’ ” he said.

The Christians of Mosul then 
were expelled without any material 
possessions. At checkpoints leaving 
the city, those with cars had them 
confiscated and were made to walk.

For Mouche and his Syriac Catho-
lic practitioners, the catastrophe 
was just beginning, but at least 
those in Mosul had managed to 
leave alive. “They harmed the Shia 
Shabab.” the archbishop said. “They 
killed them and forced the rest to 
join ISIS.”

ISIS advanced on Qaraqosh, 
home to approximately 50,000 
Syriac Christians. Without warn-
ing, it shelled the town, using the 
presence of Kurdish peshmerga in 
the area as an excuse. Mouche met 
with an ISIS leader and offered to 
negotiate a withdrawal of pesh-
merga forces. “He said, ‘No. I want 
you [Christians] to kick the Kurds 
out of the area.’ I replied that these 
words prove you are not fighting 
the Kurds, you are fighting us Chris-
tians,” Mouche said.

ISIS shelled the town intensively 
on August 6, 2014. Mouche ordered 
the town evacuated, but not every-
one got out in time.

“I am very concerned about a 
3-year-old girl who was forcibly 
removed from her mother’s arms, 
along with another young girl, a 
woman and two men. To this day 
we do not know what has happened 
to them, he said.

With the fall of Qaraqosh, the 
Christian population of the Nineveh 
plains was effectively expelled from 
its historical home of thousands of 
years.

“We were scattered across more 
than 57 areas in Kurdistan. The rest, 
about a third, have fled to Jordan, 
Lebanon, Turkey and even Europe,” 
reports Mouche.

He unequivocally blames the 
United States for the situation in 
Iraq.

“All of our problems come from 
America,” he said. “A while back 
America got rid of Saddam Hussein 
in one week. They created a secu-
rity vacuum, destroyed the military, 
and this has been exploited by un-
scrupulous people. Now we have 
ISIS.

“On top of all this we have been 
victims of a serious accusation, 
that the Americans came to pro-
tect Christians. They do not know 
that we have lost more than anyone 
else.”

Despite the catastrophe that has 
befallen Iraq’s Christians, no help 

has been forthcoming from the in-
ternational community. If his Syriac 
Catholic parishioners cannot be re-
turned to their homes, Mouche said 
he hopes that they might be allowed 
to migrate as a community to the 
West.

In a meeting with US officials to 
discuss the predicament, he bluntly 
said: “You, the West, try to protect 
animals from extinction. This is 
a people, this is humanity, and it 
must have its dignity. One of the 
officials hugged me and said he 
would convey my message word for 
word to President Obama. Nothing 
happened.”

With the liberation of Mosul and 

the Nineveh plain seemingly a dis-
tant prospect, Mouche is pessimis-
tic about the prospects of his com-
munity.

“If you want us to stay in Iraq, 
then liberate our areas and allow 
us to live in dignity under interna-
tional protection in an area with a 
constitution that guarantees our 
rights,” he said.

As much as his community has 
suffered, the prospect of migration 
is heartbreaking for the archbishop.

“It hurts me to say I want to leave 
Iraq because my country is my coun-
try; my heritage and history is there; 
the soil is irrigated with the blood of 
my ancestors,” he said. “However, if 
I cannot live there in dignity and se-
curity, I must find somewhere else. 
Where? I do not know.”

Tom Dinham is a London 
correspondent for The Arab Weekly.

Tom Dinham

A year after the fall of Mosul,
Iraq’s Christians face an uncertain future

ISIS even took 
medicine and milk 
from children

If you want us to stay 
in Iraq, then liberate 
our areas and allow 
us to live in dignity

 Iraq today is a shadow of what it used to be
“L

ebanon writes. 
Egypt prints. Iraq 
reads.” This saying 
from the past 
perfectly exempli-
fies how the Iraqi 

people once endowed the passion 
and thirst for knowledge through 
the beauty of literature. Arab 
students were considered very 
fortunate if they were allowed to 
attend a university in Baghdad.

Anyone with knowledge of 
modern Iraq surely knows that at 
one point in time, the country 
was well-known in the region for 
higher education in the arts, 
poetry, theatre, medicine, and 
architecture

A society such as this should 
not be a fertile environment for 
any radical ideology. Unfortu-
nately, it is now.

The middle class began to rise 
in Iraq after World War I and 
started to flourish with the 
emergence of the modern Iraqi 
state. Since then, it would have 
its ups and downs until it became 
what it is today. The signs were 
there but…

There are many reasons why 

Iraq’s society became so receptive 
to ideologies that were, at one 
point, shunned by most.

One of the major factors is the 
mass emigration waves in the 
middle- and upper-class societies 
caused by drastic political and 
economic changes.

In 1958, a large number of Iraqis 
immigrated mostly to the West 
when a military coup took the 
Hashemite monarchy down and 
overthrew King Faisal II, in one of 
Iraq’s bloodiest moments.

The second wave was during 
the 1970s under the ruling Ba’ath 
Party when the government 
began targeting left-wing intellec-

tuals, prompting them to flee 
their homeland towards Eastern 
Europe, out of fear of imprison-
ment, torture and execution.

During the 1990s, a new wave of 
emigration rose, following the 
end of the Iraq-Iran war and the 
invasion of Kuwait, which led to 
tough international sanctions.

The sanctions affected the lives 
of most of the nation. The 
well-educated and professional 
Iraqis no longer had the means to 
continue making ends meet.

With the escalation of violence 
and religious sectarianism after 
2003, much of what was left of the 
middle class fled Iraq in hopes of 

finding refuge anywhere that 
offered a chance at a decent and 
safe life for them and their 
families.

All these events severed the 
country’s backbone. Pursuit of 
higher education became an 
astoundingly unnecessary option, 
as opposed to generations past, 
which yearned for wisdom.  Now 
the country is creating a genera-
tion lacking in communication 
skills, with little to no education 
and a pure lack of respect for the 
legacy of what was Iraq.

When you have a large number 
of impressionable youths along 
with a high rate of illiteracy piled 
on top of the disappointment and 
loss of hope for a brighter future, 
it would only make sense that 
radical ideologies would grow like 
a virus.

There’s no magic solution to the 
problems — no instant “restart” 
button. A long-term, well-funded 
commitment to education is 
needed.

Unfortunately, since 2003, the 
successive governments have had 
no interest in building a healthy 
and educated society that will 
take Iraq out of the medieval age.  
Sadly, nor will new ones in the 
near future because having an 
educated nation would eliminate 
any chance of them remaining in 
power.

Winston Churchill definitely 
knew what he was talking about 
when he said: “Power is the 
ultimate aphrodisiac.”

Dalia al-Aqidi is an Arab-American 
journalist based in Washington.
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Displaced Iraqi children, who fled from the violence in Mosul, studying.
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