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Globalization is a term with many definitions.1 According to 
the Oxford English Dictionary (online edition), the term was 
first used in 1930 in the context of holistic education. The term 
globalization is used here with a general sense and refers to the 
expansion of the field of Syriac studies well beyond the bounds 
of university campuses or the cells of learned monks in 
monasteries. Since the emergence of international symposia 
dedicated exclusively to Syriac studies in the 1970s until the 
modern era of the Web 2.0, the field of Syriac studies has seen 
tremendous expansion. But centuries before these modern

1 I am grateful to Sebastian Brock, Hubert Kaufhold, and Lucas Van 
Rompay for their input on this topic. Van Rompay pointed out that 
globalization had its beginnings in the archaic period and emphasized the 
importance of the Syriac diaspora. Melonie Schmierer copy-edited the final 
draft.
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activities, globalization was already well underway in the field 
of Syriac studies, and as early as the medieval period the study 
of Syriac had moved into a state of -globalization’.

Proto-Globalization
While the term globalization is modern, it has been applied to

earlier per in which 
groups from different communities worked together and 
exchanged ideas. One such case is the Islamic golden age under 
the Abbasid rulers, when Jewish, Christian and Muslim traders 
and scholars interacted and created an intellectual environment. 
Earlier Syriac-Greek interactions arguably fall within the bounds 
of archaic globalization, however as this paper is concerned with 
Syriac studies as the domain of globalization, the earliest forms 
of globalization may be attributed to Eastern scholars who 
traveled to Europe and introduced Syriac studies there. Mardin 
lies at the heart of this globalization. In the 16th-century, the
Syriac Orthodox Patriarch Abdullah I bar Stephanos sent to 
Rome a priest called Mushe, a native of Qaluq near Sawro, who 
became known in Europe as Mushe of Mardin. In Rome, Mushe 
taught the Syriac language and cooperated with Europeans to 
publish, for the first time, the Syriac New Testament. During the 
17th and 18th century, the Maronite College in Rome would 
become instrumental in introducing Syriac studies in Europe,
with Maronite scholars like Ibrahim al-Haqillani and the 
Assemanis playing an important role. The 19th and the first half 
of the 20th century witnessed much travel in the opposite
direction, as scholars and missionaries set out from Europe for
the Middle East. They too contributed to the globalization of 
Syriac during this early period. It has been during the second 
half of the 20th century, however, that the effects of 
globalization can be seen most vividly, especially with the 
introduction of technology.
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Symposia
The beginning of modern globalization for Syriac studies can 

be found in the early 1970s, when scholars in the field decided 
to hold an international symposium to bring together scholars 
interested in Syriac.

In 1971, Werner Strothmann organized a Syriac conference 
in Göttingen with the theme Synkretismus im syrisch-persischen 
Kulturgebiet, supported by the Göttingen Academy of Sciences.2
It was attended by European scholars, and the Syriac Orthodox
Patriarch Jacob III who read a paper. Ca. 40 scholars attended, 
mostly from Germany, but also from other countries including 
Sebastian Brock (England), Han Drijvers (Netherlands), Paul 
Harb (Lebanon), Élie Khalifé-Hachem (Lebanon), William F. 
Macomber (USA; Rome), and Ignacio Ortiz de Urbina (Rome). 
As most of the papers were delivered in German, the Lebanese 
Prof. Michel Breydy, who was at the time living in 
Germany, translated simultaneously for the patriarch.3 This 
symposium began the tradition repeated in all subsequent 
symposia, gathering scholars from the Middle East and from 
Europe.

Prior to the 1971 symposium (but after plans for the event 
were in place), invitations were issued for the first Symposium 
Syriacum. The history of this beginning was recounted by Rene 
Lavenant in a personal communication to me, and was
subsequently published on the Beth Mardutho website in 2001. 

2 The details on this symposium were provided by H. Kaufhold and I 
provide them here for historical purposes.

3 Kaufhold published a photo of a reception hosted by the Mayor of 
Göttingen in Peter Bruns and Heinz Otto Luthe (eds.), Vom Euphrat an die 
Altmühl. Die Forschungsstelle Christlicher Orient an der Katholischen 
Universität Eichstätt-Ingolstadt (Eichstätter Beiträge zum Christlichen Orient 
1; Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2012). The papers of the conference are 
subsequently published in Gernot Wießner (ed.), Erkenntnisse und 
Meinungen, vol. I and II (Wiesbaden 1973, 1978).
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The new website of Beth Mardutho, designed in 2011, no longer
includes this account, and its details had to be resurrected by an 
overnight search on my computer for the purposes of this paper. 
The phenomenon of losing electronic published material is 
problematic for many fields of research, including that of Syraic 
studies, and it will be revisited later in this paper. According to 
Lavenant’s account:

Fr. Ivan Zuzek, S.J., at that time Rector of the Pontifical Oriental 
Institute, Rome, and Father Ignacio Ortiz de Urbina, S.J. († 1984), 
professor of Syriac at the Institute, became aware of this problem, 
when they realised that all the energies of the Institute were 
concentrated on the Russian and Byzantine studies. Their view was 
shared also by Prof. Antoine Guillaumont († 2000), professor of the 
Syriac patristics at l’Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes of Sorbonne 
(later at the Collège de France) and Father François Graffin, S.J. 
professor of Syriac at the Institut catholique in Paris (at that time 
also the director of Patrologia Orientalis. It was then that the 
decision to organise a symposium of Syriac studies every fourth year 
was taken.

The first meeting of the Symposium Syriacum took place in 
1972, with about 80 participants, and was attended by the Syriac 
Catholic Patriarch Ignatius Anton Hayek. Although most of the 
participants were experts in the field, the symposium was 
attended by a few sharwoye . One such beginner was 
Lucas van Rompay, 22 years old at the time:  

I vividly remember seeing some of these great scholars with whose 
names I was familiar from my readings: I. Ortiz de Urbina, J. 
Mateos, Jules Leroy, Jean Maurice Fiey, Werner Strothmann, 
François Graffin, E. Hambye, Luise Abramowski, William 
Macomber, … and some of the (then!) slightly younger generation: 
Rifaat Ebied, Sebastian Brock, Robert Taft.4

Subsequent meetings took place every four years with the last 
meeting held in Malta in 2012. These symposia, as well as other 
subsequent regional symposia series that were held in the 1980s

4 Personal communication to G. Kiraz, April 6, 2012.
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and 1990s,5 provided a networking platform that would change
the field of Syriac studies in the 20th and 21st centuries.

The Static Web
By the time of the 1992 Symposium Syriacum in Cambridge, 

some Syriac scholars had begun to use email accounts. These
facilitated communication and brought scholars closer to each 
other. (My first email account was imposed on me in 1991 when 
I joined the M.Phil. program in Computer Speech and Language 
Processing at the University of Cambridge. I had resisted getting 
one the previous year in Oxford as I thought it would waste my 
time.) But scholars with email addresses were still few in 
number. In the early 1990s I had asked on the 590-member 
hugoye-list if anyone had an email account that was used for 
scholarly purposes, and only two people replied.

While email communications facilitated cooperation, in 
essence all it did was make communication easier. Scholars 
were still able to communicate prior to email via snail mail’. 
The real impact email had is that it changed the culture of 
communication. Although students could in theory communicate 
with eminent scholars by letter, in practice they were unlikely to 
do so. The advent of email culture removed such barriers, and 
senior scholars began to find themselves spending hours each 
week answering queries from around the world.

One project illustrates the use of this virtual email 
network: the Comparative Edition to the Syriac Gospels project. 
This project produced an edition of the Syriac Gospels aligning 
the texts of the Sinaiticus MS, the Curetonianus MS, the 
Peshitta, and the Harklean versions.6 All these texts needed to be 
proof read. An announcement was placed on the Internet in 1994 

5 GEDSH 389-90.
6 For the history of the project, see G. Kiraz, Comparative Edition of the 

Syriac Gospels (1996), vol. 1, p. xvii-xix.
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(on the ANE list which was administered by the University of 
Chicago) asking for volunteers. Twenty scholars replied, ten of 
which would go on to proof the text. Out of the ten, I had only 
met one in person before, and to date I have not met all.

The next major development in the globalization process was 
the development of the World Wide Web. In its beginnings in 
the early 1990s, it was simply a system of read-only hypertexts 
(i.e. texts with links). The first web pages in the academic 
domain of Syriac studies were probably those of the Syriac 
Computing Institute (SyrCOM, the forerunner of Beth 
Mardutho). I am unable to determine a date as to when SyrCOM 
went public and a previous attempt to find such a date on the 
server of the University of Cambridge gave no results. If 
memory serves me, this website must have gone public in 1993
or 1994 at the latest. It was an informational website about the 
activities of the Institute. As time moved on, academic 
institutions began to have their own websites and faculty 
members began to have their own web pages.

Specialized websites also began to appear. In the mid–late 
1990s, scholars began to publish peer-reviewed electronic 
journals on the Internet. Hugoye: Journal of Syriac Studies was 
one of the earliest of these journals. While today one takes 
electronic academic journals for granted, at the time the 
electronic medium for such publications was not taken seriously. 
Scholars did not consider electronic journals to be of the same 
academic caliber as printed editions, and it took some time, even 
until the mid-2000s, for scholarly attitudes to shift.

Hugoye is by no means the only online resource. Kristian 
Heal of Brigham Young University provides an extensive list of 
resources (Hugoye 15.1). The list is now available as a page on 
the Beth Mardutho website under the “Resources” menu item. 
The page lists online resources for books, corpora, databases, 
email lists, e-journals, and manuscript repositories. Today, one 
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can do research in places as remote as Deir al-Za faran, a 
monastery outside Mardin, with an Internet connection. In fact, 
many of us are now online anytime, anywhere, with various 
mobile devices.

I began compiling data on the number of hits the term 
when a search on the 

term resulted in 300,000 hits. The Web was by then expanding 
exponentially. The following year, hits jumped to 1.7 million. 
The following two years did not change significantly: 2007 also 
resulted in 1.7 million results and 2008 the number dropped 
slightly to 1.6 million. The results rose to 2.8 million in 2009
only to drop back to 1.8 million in 2010. With the move to Web 
2.0 (which will be discussed shortly), the number of results 
became much more significant: 2011 saw 4.1 million hits and 
2012 an astonishing 28 million hits at the beginning of the year. 
This is due to the fact that the past few years have witnessed a 
surge in the amount of Syriac material online in terms of book 
digitization, most notably in Google Books and Archive.org. 
This may be the reason behind the surge in search results for the 
te

It is interesting to note the Google automatic suggestions for 
search terms that begin with “Syriac”, and how these have 
changed in the last six years. Terms are tabulated below (each 
list gives the terms in order):

2006
syriac orthodox church
syriac orthodox
syriac church
syriac alphabet
syriac christianity
syriac bible
syriac fonts
syriacus
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2007
syriac orthodox church
syriac orthodox
syriac alphabet
syriac bible
syriac language
syriac church
syriac dictionary
syriac christianity
syriac font

2008
syriac orthodox church
syriac language
syriac bible
syriac orthodox
syriac church
syriac alphabet
syriacomment.com
syriac christianity
syriac font

2009
syriac orthodox church
syriac bible
syriac alphabet
syriac language
syriac catholic church
syriac christianity
syriac dictionary
syriac font
syriac script
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2010
syriac orthodox church
syriac language
syriac bible
syriac alphabet
syriac christianity
syriac peshitta
syriac catholic church
syriac aramaic
syriac font
syriac new testament

2011
syriac orthodox church
syriac bible
syriac catholics
syriac christianity
syriacstudies.com
syriac alphabet
syriac peshitta
syriac studies
syriac orthodox youth convention

2012
syriac orthodox church
syriac bible
syriac alphabet
syriac voice
syriac people
syriac christianity
syriac orthodox church india
syriac dictionary
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All of these activities fall under what is now termed Web 1.0, 
a static mostly read-only content. The move to participatory 
websites, such as social networking, has begun to take Syriac 
studies into the realm of Web 2.0.

The Dynamic Web 2.0: 2000 –
The Web 2.0’ also does not have an agreed upon 

definition. In general, it refers to the World Wide Web where 
information on the Internet is aggregated in a participatory 
manner. Examples of the Web 2.0 include sites relying on crowd 
sourcing (like Wikipedia) and the various social network 
systems.

One may add discussion lists to this genre, although 
discussion lists have preceded not only Web 2.0, but also what is 
now known as Web 1.0. One of the earliest discussion lists was 
ANE (not the current ANE) hosted at the University of Chicago. 
While ANE covered primarily the Ancient Near East, many of 
the posts were concerned with Syriac studies. The first list 
dedicated to Syriac was founded by the Peshitta Institute. It was, 
and remains, an announcement list rather than a discussion 
group. Today hugoye-list, founded by Beth Mardutho, is the 
primary discussion group for Syriac studies. The first message 
was posted on September 30, 1998 and as of April 6, 2011, it 
had 5196 messages and 590 members. Officially, the list is 
moderated. Practically, however, it is semi-moderated in that 
messages are published without the approval of list moderators.
When participants break the rules of the list, they are tagged to 
be moderated after which all their messages have to be approved 
by one of the list moderators. The success of hugoye-list lies in 
the fact that it is closer to a question-answer list rather than a 
fully-fledged discussion list. The QA nature of hugoye-list is in 
fact invaluable. It combines the knowledge base of almost 600 
individuals in one place. While not all queries find answers, the 
majority do.
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Thus far, Syriac studies has not witnessed successful crowd 
sourcing websites. In fact, it is doubtful whether such sites can
be successful when the number of participants is low (as in 
Syriac studies). If one is to take Wikipedia as a measuring tool, 
one finds that articles on Wikipedia on topics with a large 
academic community behind it are more reliable than ones 
where the academic community is small. (Even in the former 
case, one must always exercise caution when using Wikipedia 
articles.) For crowd sourcing to succeed, there must be a critical 
mass that is large enough to warrant projects to go that route. 
The field of Syriac studies is therefore not a good candidate for 
crowed sourcing.

Conclusion
In summary, the globalization of Syriac studies began with 

the convention of dedicated international conferences, 
providingscholars with a broader contact base. Following these, 
the development of the Internet in the 1990s paved the way for 
Syriac studies to become a global, yet specialized, subject area. 

There is, of course, a downside to the reliance on hosted 
digital content. As mentioned earlier, Lavenant’s account of the 
history of international Syriac Symposia is no longer available 
online. For a period of two weeks in May 2012, the entirety of 
the Beth Mardutho website was down due to technical 
difficulties and no one had access to Hugoye. In fact, the future 
of hosting journals like Hugoye in the coming decades is 
unknown. HTML and PDF formats may become obsolete, and if 
there is no one to take care of conversions, all of this content 
will be lost. (For this reason, Hugoye is also published in print.)
The hope, however, remains that with advancements in 
technology, Syriac studies will follow the path of future 
technologies, whatever that may lead.


