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This article examines books and works of locals and Western travellers in which historical evidence
has been used by the current author to construct a narrative of the Yazidi genocides. The sources
examined describe what the Ottoman and Kurdish princes were doing to the Yazidis at a time
when genocide was not defined in legal terms. The Kurdish princes’ firmans (genocidal campaigns)
stripped the Yazidi people of much of their land and resulted in thousands of deaths. These geno-
cidal campaigns in the mid-nineteenth century had all the features of a modern genocide. This arti-
cle engages with such military campaigns against Yazidis by focusing on the firman of Mir (prince)
Mubammad Pasha Rawwanduzi (nicknamed Mir-i-Kura) in 1832-1834, which targeted Yazidi re-
gions from Erbil to Sinjar. The resulting firmans deeply impacted Yazidi collective memory and
identity. Based upon the work of locals and Western travellers, as well as the narratives of contem-
porary observers and researchers, the firman, its effects on the Yazidis, and their subsequent reac-
tions to it, are described and analyzed in this study.
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Introduction

The Yazidis are an ethno-religious minority with ancestral roots in Iraq, Turkey, Syria,
and Iran. Today, the majority of Yazidis live in disputed areas in northern Iraq,? specifi-
cally in the Shaykhan® and Sinjar* districts, with smaller communities present in Turkey,
Syria, Armenia, Georgia, and Russia, as well as a diaspora population in Western coun-
tries. Their numbers are difficult to estimate, with semi-official estimates of Yazidis living
in Iraq approximated to be 400,000-500,000.° Based on misinterpretations, stereotypes,
and false information about the Yazidis’ religion, especially by their Muslim neighbours
such as the Sunni Kurdish Muslims and Turks, the Yazidi people have long been perse-
cuted as “devil worshippers” across the region and subjected to at least seventy-two fir-
mans (pogroms or genocides) during the Ottoman Empire.

Although the number of firmans against the Yazidis is impossible to know, Yazidi
tradition claims that the minority has endured seventy-two firmans throughout history,
which are recognized by Yazidis as genocides and massacres, and thus the number
seventy-two has gained a symbolic meaning. The discrepancy in enumerating the po-
groms comes from a number of recent events that are sometimes added to the list, such
as the terrorist attack of 2007 when cars bombs exploded in the centre of Til-Izir and
Siba-Shikhdr towns, killing around 800 Yazidis. On that basis, the ISIS attack on Yazidis
in August 2014 would be considered the seventy-fourth firman.
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After the end of World War I, the firmans did not stop; they only paused tempo-
rarily, while new states were built from the ruins of the Ottoman Empire. This continu-
ity is evident in the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS)’s invasion of Yazidi territories
in Sinjar and the Nineveh Plains in August 2014.” This invasion led to the destruction
of Yazidi properties, the murder of thousands, and the enslavement of women and chil-
dren. ISIS attacked Yazidi minorities on a massive scale, and reopened a history of reli-
gious persecution in the region for Yazidis. This was an opportunity for the world to
become aware of the disasters and tragedies that befell the Yazidi people, as recognition
of the 2014 campaign as genocide justifies the need to re-examine earlier firmans.

While studies about the Yazidis mainly address their religion and history, Yazidi his-
torical traditions are primarily oral; original sources are not predominantly used; and
there is little analysis of these narratives. However, historical sources document a large
number of religiously motivated campaigns against the Yazidi, especially during the Otto-
man era.® According to the values and concepts of the modern world, such events can be
labelled genocidal campaigns.” The Yazidis call them firmans, by which they mean geno-
cide, ethnic cleansing, and territorial expansion.!® This article will show that Muslims
have been committing firmans against the Yazidi for centuries, not only at the beginning
of Islamic campaigns, but particularly from the Abbasid period until the end of the Otto-
man Empire—only to be repeated again by ISIS, simply because of the Yazidis’ religion.

The following essential questions will be addressed: What happened to the Yazidis in
1832-1834? During this time, the Yazidis were subjected to the largest genocide by Kurd-
ish Prince Mir Muhammad Pasha Rawwanduzi, called Mir-i-Kura (the one-eyed prince),
where thousands of Yazidi men and older boys were killed, and women and children
were taken as slaves. What primary sources of evidence do we have for the campaigns
against the Yazidis and how do they compare to campaigns against other minorities?
What was the role of the Ottomans and the Sunni Kurds in those firman campaigns?
Why did the Bahdinan prince recruit the Yazidi Prince ‘Ali Beg Dasini (1809-1833) to
kill the Mizary chieftain, making Yazidis the target of the Soran Princedom’s firman?
And why did the Yazidi prince do so if he knew the consequences?

Conceptual Framework

At the constitutional level, a firman was a royal mandate or decree issued by a sovereign
in an Islamic Caliphate, such as the Ottoman Empire. During various periods in history,
they were collected and applied as traditional bodies of law. The word firman comes from
the Persian word Farman meaning decree or order,'! but in Ottoman Turkish it means
edict or a decision. On a practical level, a firman was, and may still be, written permission
granted by the appropriate Islamic official at any level of authority. In this regard, a fir-
man is a decree, command, order, judgement, or fatwa. In historical as well as contempo-
rary administrative and political usage, the term often denotes a royal or governmental
decree; in other words, a public and legislative document promulgated in the name of the
ruler or another person (e.g., prince, princess, governor) holding partial elements of sov-
ereignty. It is important here to distinguish between a religious cleric and a political ruler.
A gadi (Islamic judge) can issue a fatwa, while the Sultan can issue a firman. In the Perse-
phone chanceries of Islamic times, and, following their example, in many Ottoman chan-
ceries, the word firman was invariably the standard term used for such documents.!?
Whatever the Sultan ordered became a law (firman). Each firman was embedded in codes
and legislation, called canon or Qanun, meaning rules or law. These were a form of secu-
lar or religious administrative regulations, considered a valid extension of religious law as
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a result of the ruler’s right to exercise legal judgement on behalf of the community.!®
Most of the firmans issued by the Sultans included content that was compatible with
Islamic law (Sharia).'* To the Yazidi, however, the term firman literally means one thing;
a genocidal campaign.

Coined in 1944 by the Polish-Jewish jurist Raphael Lemkin, genocide is the deliberate
and systematic destruction, in whole or in part, of an ethnic, racial, religious, or national
group.'® It is a very specific term referring to violent crimes committed against groups with
the intent to destroy the existence of that group. Under this definition, genocide is the coor-
dinated and planned annihilation of a national, religious, or racial group by a variety of ac-
tions aimed at undermining the foundations essential to the survival of the group. Lemkin
described genocide as a composite of different acts of persecution or destruction,'® and
although he focused on establishing genocide as a legal category, it is clear that he regarded
it as a sociological and historical category too.!” Lemkin’s memoirs include consideration
of Ottoman attacks against Armenians, considered by many scholars to constitute a geno-
cide.'® The Holocaust, pogroms, and other historical evidence of group-targeted violence
were key to the forming of his beliefs about the need for the legal protection of groups.'®

Genocide is defined in Article 2 of the Convention on the Prevention and Punish-
ment of the Crime of Genocide of 1948° as

any of the following acts committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a
national, ethnical, racial or religious group: killing members of the group; causing
serious bodily or mental harm to members of the group; deliberately inflicting on
the group conditions of life calculated to bring about its physical destruction in
whole or in part; imposing measures intended to prevent births within the group;
and forcibly transferring children of the group to another group.?!

The scholar Martin Shaw has shown how forms of genocide continue to arise in many
current conflicts where populations are targeted with violence. Allegations of genocide
are made widely, and invariably disputed. All too often, genocide becomes a tool in
political contests, claimed by one side and denied by the other. Whatever new chal-
lenges arise, the same confused debate occurs over whether attacks on civilians consti-
tute genocide, ethnic cleansing,?* or just the excesses of a dirty civil war, as though
similar arguments had not already been made in earlier cases.*

Methodology

I draw mainly on the books of Western travellers to the Yazidi regions in the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries, and on some local historical sources. Many travellers recorded
events that they had seen and/or heard about during their journeys to the East (e.g.,
Ainsworth, Badger, Layard, Wigram and Edgar).?* Narratives from these sources pres-
ent important and rich material about many aspects and events of everyday life regard-
ing the Yazidis in an era characterized by a lack of records from local historians.

While few Yazidis gave priority to recording the details of their own experiences,
Orientalists in contrast tended to record in their notebooks and diaries everything that
was seen or heard during their trips, so these records provide valuable information in
documenting historical events and help to fill in the gaps that have not been documented
by local and contemporary historians and/or other relevant writers. During the eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries, the Yazidi became a source of interest for many travel-
lers and observers because of the ambiguity of their religious beliefs and because of the
many persecutions they endured.
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It is worth noting that some works focus heavily on the history of Christians and
their relations with the Ottomans and Kurds in Mesopotamia (northern Iraq), Anatolia
(southeast Turkey), and Persia (Iran), during different periods in the fourteenth to
twentieth centuries,? in the nineteenth century,?® and during World War 127 Although
this work is valuable, alternate perspectives are necessary to gain a more comprehensive
understanding of the Yazidi, as most material that considers the Yazidi in any context
quickly becomes hogtied by the religious aspect, and authors (past and present) tend to
be overcome by conceptualizing the religion itself. Thus, history as a whole (context) is
rarely considered, even in works where it should be the primary focus.

These topics include the firmans that the Yazidis were subjected to from the begin-
ning of the Islamic era until the end of the Ottoman Empire. There is a lack of informa-
tion, such as archival documentation or written sources, about the military campaigns
and firmans on Yazidis by the Islamic armies, apart from the large campaign on the
princedom of Dasin, called Mirgaha Dasiniyya in Yazidi tradition, in the Abbasid era in
839 CE (224 AH).?® However, some of the military firmans and religious fatwas that in-
stigated much violence towards the Yazidi during the Ottoman Empire are available as
written documents.?® In particular, this article focuses on the firman led by the Soran
Kurdish Mir Muhammad Pasha Rawwanduzi, also known as Mir-i-Kura. This specific
firman was the largest and most influential one in terms of destruction, murder, and
enslavement in the nineteenth century, and quickly rose to the level of genocide.

The Yazidi oral tradition remembers well those fatwas or firmans, sanctioning vio-
lence against them. The term came to be applied to any campaign of violence by the
Islamic caliphate, Ottoman forces, or Kurdish princedoms. Yazidis used it to describe
the campaigns of Mir-i-Kura, who appears to have issued a fatwa to convert as many
Yazidis as possible, but Yazidi also use it for the ISIS attack on Sinjar in 2014.

Historical Background

During the Islamic reign of the Caliphates, especially from the Abbasid era until the
Ottoman era, there were many semi-independent Kurdish princedoms in the regions of
al-Jabal in northern Iraq.*® These included the formally dependent Yazidi princedoms.
Apart from the princedom of Shaykhan, which was established on the remnants of the
princedom of Dasin, there is little information on the Yazidi princedoms because there
is a lack of contemporary sources. Yazidi princes did not prioritize written documenta-
tion and most history was transferred orally. An important source that specifically men-
tions Dasin “Yazidi” princedoms is the Sharafnama book—the earliest chronicle of
Kurdish history—Dby the Kurdish Muslim Emir (prince) of the Bitlis princedom (located
in southeast Turkey), Sharaf-Khan Batlisi.*!

The Dasin princedom included most areas to the north-east of Mosul City, and its
centre was the Lalish Temple. Its influence increased during the reign Prince Mir Jaffar
bin Mir Hasan Dasini. However, its rule ended at the hands of the Abbasid Caliph al-
Mu'tagim (833-842 CE/ 217-227 AH) after Mir Ja'ffar revolted against the authority of
the Abbasid caliphate in 839 (224 AH). As a result, Dasini (Yazidi) villages and towns
were looted, Yazidi men and older boys were killed, and the Caliphate army took the
women and children as slaves to the city of Tikrit.3> After that, there is no information
about the Dasin princedom until the arrival of Shaykh-’Adi ibn Mussafir al-Hakari’s at
the Lalish Temple around the year 1110 (505 AH). With his coming, a new period in
history began for the Yazidi. Subsequently, the Shaykhan princedom was established on
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the remnants of the princedom of Dasin and expanded its influence until the arrival of
the Mongols, followed by the Ottomans in the sixteenth century.

The Ottoman Firmans

During the first quarter of the sixteenth century, the Ottomans controlled the regions in-
habited by Yazidis, Kurds, and Christians. As a result, the Sinjar and Shaykhan districts
became part of the Ottoman province of Mosul. The Ottoman Sultans used policies of vio-
lence against the Yazidis in an attempt to coerce them to embrace Ottoman Islam. This
aggressive policy was supported by fatwas issued by a number of Islamic religious leaders.
These fatwas provided legitimacy to the campaigns against the Yazidis, the attempts to
convert them to Islam, and helped justify the murder or enslavement of those who refused.

The Arab historian ‘Abd al-‘Aziz Sulayman Nawwar notes that the persecution of
the Yazidis began during the reign of Sultan Sulayman Qanuni.>® At the beginning of the
era of Qanuni, known in the West as Sulayman the Magnificent (1521-1566), he ordered
the killing of the Prince of Soran Izzaddin-Shir in 1534, and appointed the Yazidi prince
Mir Husayn Beg Dasini as a prince to govern the Islamic princedom of Soran and its af-
filiated areas.>* However, Mir Husayn’s rule did not last long because Soran’s Muslim
princes were opposed to a Yazidi being in a position of power over Muslims. Political
and armed conflict ensued between Yazidis and Muslims, spilling over into the latter
contesting the rule of Husayn Beg on the pretext of practising a different faith.3> As a
result, conflict arose between Yazidis and the Soranis, which ended Yazidi rule over the
Soran princedom.*® After Mir Husayn Beg Dasini lost the princedom of Soran, he was
called to Istanbul and executed on the grounds that he was unable to protect the proper-
ties of the Ottoman Empire.’” His execution angered the Yazidis, who revolted against
the Ottoman Empire.3®

As the relationship between the Yazidis and the Ottoman Empire worsened, Yazidi
and Sunni Kurdish relations were also strained. The Ottoman authorities took advan-
tage of these tensions and used religious differences to control both groups. In 1566, the
Mufti** of the Ottoman Empire, Shaykh al-Islam*® Aba al-S‘ud al-‘Amadi al-Kurdi
(1492-1573),*! worked closely with the Ottoman Sultans, issuing fatwas that legitimized
the Sultan’s killings of Yazidis,** the enslavement of Yazidi women, and the sale of Ya-
zidi slaves in the markets.*> Because of these fatwas, the Yazidis were subjected to con-
stant military pressure by the Ottoman Empire as their regions were considered, from a
religious point of view,** as a Dar al-Harb (House of War).*> While the Ottoman mufti
was Kurdish, available sources do not indicate whether the Sunni Kurds participated in
these Ottoman military campaigns.

In later periods, Kurdish princes, especially those of the Bahdinan princedom and its
Muslim clerics, asked the Ottoman Sultan to eliminate the Yazidis with the justification
that the Yazidi were apostates.*> A number of Ottoman documents indicate the role of the
Kurdish princes in the elimination of the Yazidis, including one dated 20 Rabi‘al-awwal
(a month relating to the Hijri calendar), in 1568 (976 AH). This document refers to:

The necessity of ending the corruption and evil-doing of the Dasini sect [i.e. Yazi-
dis] and [asking the Ottoman state to send] firmans (orders) to the governors of
Mosul and Erbil to punish the Dasinis.*”

As stated in another document, written on 25 Muharram (Hijri calendar) in 1571 (979
AH), the Prince of Bahdinan, Sultan Husayn Waly, demanded that the Ottoman state
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send an order (firman) to the states (Wilayat) of Jazira, Mosul, ‘Amadiyya, and Erbil to
arrest the leaders of the Yazidi.*®

During the seventeenth century, the Yazidi were subject to widespread firmans.*°
Further massacres occurred during the eighteenth century.® French Orientalist Roger
Lescot states that the Ottoman Empire directed fifteen military campaigns against the
Yazidi areas of Sinjar and Shaykhan in the eighteenth century alone. These campaigns
were led by the governors of Baghdad and Mosul. Another five military campaigns oc-
curred in the nineteenth century, some of which were led by Kurdish princes.”* The
campaign of the governor of Baghdad, ‘Ali Pasha (1802-1807), against Yazidis in Sinjar
in 1802 forced many families to convert to Islam.>? In 1809, the governor of Baghdad,
Sulayman Pasha, led a military campaign against the Yazidis in Sinjar in order to exter-
minate them. He laid siege to them on Mount Sinjar, destroyed their farms, and cut off
their leaders’ heads. For Yazidis in Sinjar, these genocidal campaigns stirred up a deep
hatred for the Ottomans and they remain a painful memory to this day. About this fir-
man, English traveller William Heude said that:

Impelled by his avarice, and the desire of obtaining this hidden store, or provoked
by their depredations and cruelties, the Great Solyman [Sulayman Pasha] once at-
tacked them [Yazidi] with a considerable force; following them into their hills, de-
stroying their grapes, and the little cultivation that could be seen, and striking off
the heads of several of their chiefs. In the end, however, he was called off by insur-
rections in other quarters, leaving behind him the recollection alone of those cruel-
ties, which could only stimulate their inveterate hatred of the Turks [Ottomans].>?

The military campaigns and firmans continued until the end of the Ottoman Empire,
with the last campaign taking place in 1915 against Sinjar Yazidis. It can be said that
the main justification for these firmans was religion. The traveller Ainsworth mentioned
that the Ottomans forced the Yazidi to either convert or be killed.>* Wigram and Edgar
confirm that the Ottomans were imposing Jizya (a kind of tax upon non-Muslim popu-
lations) on ahl al-kitab (People-of-the-Book), Jews and Christians, whereas at the same
time they were trying to destroy the non-ahl al-kitab, like the Yazidis, eradicate their
roots, and erase their history.>> Another reason behind the firmans was the Yazidis’
refusal to serve in the Ottoman army, since the Yazidis believed such military service to
be against their religious tradition.>® It should be noted that there was a supporting role
of the Sunni Kurds in most of these campaigns against the Yazidi.

The Kurdish Princedom’s Firmans

In addition to the campaigns of the Ottoman governors, the Kurdish princes simulta-
neously led major campaigns against Yazidis in the first half of the nineteenth century.
The largest of these was the campaign of Muhammad Pasha Rawwanduzi (1813-
1837)>7 of the Soran princedom, which started in 1832 and lasted until 1834, and led
to an enormous loss of life and property for the Yazidis.

Regarding Yazidi relations with the Kurdish princedoms, Ainsworth (1842) states
that the Yazidis in the Shaykhan region and its neighbouring villages had been under
the authority of the princedom of Bahdinan since the beginning of the eighteenth cen-
tury.>® However, the Yazidis of Sinjar were not under the authority of the Ottoman ru-
lers or the Kurdish princes, but were led by independent Yazidi leaders.>® Meanwhile,
the Yazidis had bad relations with the powerful Miziry tribe (based in Shaykhan) in
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neighbouring Yazidi regions because of past hostilities and religious differences.®® The
Mizury tribe was one of the most powerful Kurdish tribes and constantly meddled in
the internal issues of the Bahdinan princedom.®! A religious cleric from this tribe,
Shaykh ‘Abd-Allah Rabbatki (1650-1746), issued a fatwa in 1724 that the Yazidi were
infidels and apostates from Islam, and that killing them was a religious duty. Yazidi
property and Yazidi women and girls were to be the spoils of war.®> In 1802, the Al-
gushiyya clan (part of the Mizary tribe) attacked the Yazidi village of Ghabara (in the
west of Shaykhan), killed about a hundred Yazidi people, and occupied the Lalish Tem-
ple for eight months.5?

In the ongoing conflict between Yazidis and Sunni Kurdish tribes, there were also
moments of (usually temporary) collaboration and alliance between Kurdish Muslim
and Yazidi leaders. Some of the Kurdish princes of the Bahdinan princedom in the
nineteenth century, for example, favoured the Yazidis in their struggle against the Miz-
ury tribe,** when Bahdinan needed external allies to confront the internal conflict that
had occurred between leaders of the Bahdinan princedom and the Kurdish tribal leaders
after the death of Prince Zubayr Pasha in 1824. Prince Muhammad Sa‘id Pasha of the
Bahdinan princedom tried to restrict the authority of the Mizary leader, ‘Ali Agha Bal-
latayyi, and received help from the Yazidi Prince ‘Ali Beg (1809-1833) to do s0.%° The
Bahdinan prince wanted ‘Ali Beg Dasini to assassinate the leader of the Mizary tribe,
which he agreed to do only after the Bahdinan convinced him that the Yazidis would be
defended and protected from any reprisal action at the hands of the Miziries.

As part of the plot, Sa‘id Pasha arranged for a “reconciliation” to take place between
the Yazidi prince and the Miziry chieftain. For this, Muhammad’s brother, Isma‘il Beg,
the governor of Akkr-i town, was chosen to mediate between both princes. The reconcili-
ation was initiated by a visit from the Yazidi prince to the Mizary chieftain in his village
of Ballata, and in return ‘Ali Beg asked ‘Ali Ballatayyi to visit his village, Baadr-i, to com-
plete the reconciliation. Ballatayyi accepted his invitation and in 1832, while on their
way to Ba‘adr-i, Ballatayyi and his son were ambushed and killed by the Yazidi prince
who, with Muhammed Sa‘id Pasha, had devised the assassination plan. It is worth men-
tioning that two of Ballatayyi’s bodyguards also participated in the plot against him.*® As
a reward for carrying out the assassination, the Bahdinan prince promised Prince ‘Ali
Beg that they would offer protection to the Yazidis.%” There had been historic hostilities
between the Yazidis and the Miziiries, since the latter used to attack the Yazidi villages in
Shaykhan and take taxes from them by force, and this was one of the reasons the Yazidi
prince agreed to the Bahdinan prince’s plan.

When the Miziiries prepared to avenge their prince by attacking the Yazidis, the
Muslim cleric Mulla Yahya Mizary (1772-1839), Ballatayyi’s nephew, took this task of
vengeance upon himself. He first went to the prince of Bahdinan, who was suspected of
being involved in this plot, to get help, but returned empty-handed.®® Mullah Yahya
then went to the Soran princedom and asked Prince Muhammad Pasha Rawwanduzi to
take revenge on the Yazidis and the Prince of Bahdinan. Rawwanduzi accepted his
request and launched a formidable military campaign against both the Yazidis and the
Bahdinan princedom.®®

The Firman of the Kurdish Prince, Mir-i-Kura Sorani

The village of Kallak, near Erbil, was the border between the Yazidis and the Kurdish
Soran princedom until the nineteenth century. Sources consulted do not present much
information about the relations between the Yazidis and the Soran princes before the
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reign of Mir-i-Kura who took power in Soran in 1813. This is despite tensions that had
existed between these two groups since the reign of Sultan Sulayman Qanuni, who
ordered the assassination of Soran Prince Izzaddin-Shir in 1534 and authorized a Yazidi
ruler, Husayn Beg, to rule the princedom of Soran in his stead.

The religious factor was strong in persuading Mir-i-Kura to take revenge for the Mi-
zuries against the Yazidis. The Muslim cleric Mulla Yahya Mizari’s demands were
achieved and a religious fatwa was issued accordingly.”” Some contemporary travellers
state that Mir-i-Kura was a religious fanatic and an extremist, aspiring to control the eco-
nomic resources of the eastern Mosul Yazidis and force them to convert.”! This type of
fanaticism seems rather normal behaviour for this time. Evidence of his religious extrem-
ism and fanaticism includes his request that the Mufti of his princedom, Mulla Muham-
mad Khatt-i, issue a fatwa legitimizing the taking of Yazidi blood and properties.
Meanwhile, Mulla Yahya also authorized the fighting against the Bahdinan princes if they
supported Yazidis.”> While he seems to have been a religious extremist, he could also have
been motivated by greed and material gains, using the fatwa to add a veneer of legitimacy.

Mir-i-Kura prepared a military force, estimated by historians to number between
40,000 and 50,000 fighters, for the attack on the Yazidi regions.”* He divided his forces
into two groups and placed the first group under the leadership of his brother Rassil
Beg, and the second group under his own leadership. In early March 1832, these forces
crossed the Great Zab River’* and entered the Yazidi village of Kallak-a-Dasiniyya, ex-
terminating many of its inhabitants.”> One after the other, Yazidi villages fell under the
control of Mir-i-Kura. Those males who fell into the hands of his forces were all killed,
whether men or older boys.”®

Mir-i-Kura’s forces then headed to Shaykhan, where they seized the village of Khat-
tara (45 km north of Mosul city). They then seized the town of Alqush to the north of
Mosul, where they were confronted by the joint forces of the Yazidis and the Bahdinan,
who were led by Yusuf ‘Abdo (a Bahdinan leader from the “Kurdish” town of ‘Ama-
diyya) and Baba Hurmuz (head of the “Christian” monastery of Alqush). These joint
forces left their positions and moved towards Ba‘adr-i, the headquarters of the Yazidi
prince. ‘All Beg wished to negotiate,”” but Mir-i-Kura, influenced by the clerics Mulla
Yahya Miziry and Mulla Khatt-i, rejected any possibility of reconciliation.”®

Mir-i-Kura would defeat the Yazidi at Shaykhan, despite the aid provided to the
Yazidi by the Bahdinan forces. Mir-i-Kura’s army committed outrageous massacres
against the Yazidis there.” The slaughter of the elderly and the very young, rape, and
slavery were some of the most prominent and cruel tactics used. He then sent his forces
to exterminate the Yazidi who fled or lived in the other regions.®® After the Shaykhan
region massacres, he led a large force to Sinjar, which was not under any authority from
the neighbouring Kurdish or Arabs princedoms. There his forces clashed with the Sin-
jari Yazidi. Despite the resistance of the Yazidis under the leadership of Prince Ali’s
wife in Sinjar, and after killing and capturing about 700 men,®' Mir-i-Kura’s forces took
the district in 1834.52 The English Anglican missionary and scholar of oriental studies,
Gorge Percy Badger, noted that they committed horrible acts of violence and cruelty
against the Yazidis and killed many. He said:

In 1832 the Coordish [Kurdish] pasha of Rawandoz [Rawwanduz], instigated
thereto by religious fanaticism and a thirst for booty, fell upon those inhabiting the
plains, burned their villages, carried many of them away captive, and on the mound
of Koyoonjuk [Kuwwynjaq] massacred several thousands in cold blood who had
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fled thither, hoping that the people of Mosul would offer them a refuge within the
city walls. About six years later Muhammed Pasha led an army against the Yezee-
dees [Yazidis] of Sinjar, and after several defeats finally succeeded in crushing their
power, and in reducing them to abject sub-mission by the most cruel and barbarous
measure.®?

Even though Mir-i-Kura controlled most of the Yazidi region after these wars, his
power did not last long. After disobeying Ottoman authority, the Ottoman Empire mo-
bilized military forces against him because the expansion of his control in the region
posed a threat to the empire. In response, he surrendered, thereby obeying the Mulla
Khatt-i’s fatwa that stated that it was not religiously permissible to fight the Ottoman
Caliphate. He was then summoned to Istanbul to meet the Sultan,®! and when he re-
turned home he was murdered.

Regarding the human losses, the firman of Mir-i-Kura deeply affected the Yazidi
community. It is worth mentioning that the Yazidi conserved the history of these fir-
mans and attacks by way of oral tradition. The Yazidi have a rich folklore heritage by
way of epic songs and music (called Stran) about these firmans. They depict tragedy as
part of the collective memory and identity of the Yazidi community. Yazidi singers still
perform many such tragic stories and traditional songs about the genocide by Mir-i-
Kura and other firmans, which revolve around the tragic killing and captivity of Yazi-
dis,®> and especially narrate the kidnapping of women.®¢

The people who survived the first attacks of the firman fled to other areas. Some of
them took refuge in the Mount Judi and Tur-Abdin regions in southeast Turkey, some
went to Sinjar and to other far-off areas, and some fled to Mosul.®” The English travel-
ler, archaeologist, and diplomat, Austen Henry Layard, received information from Yazi-
dis about this firman when he visited the area a few years later, and reveals what
happened to those Yazidis who went to Mosul:

The inhabitants of Shaykhan fled to Mosul. It was spring; the river had overflowed
its banks, and the bridge of boats had been removed. A few succeeded in crossing
the stream; but a crowd of men, women, and children were left upon the opposite
side, and congregated on the great mound of Kouyunjik [Kuwwynjaq]. The Bey
[‘Mir-i-Kura’ Beg] of Rowandiz [Rawwanduz] followed them. An indiscriminate
slaughter ensued; and the people of Mosul beheld, from their terraces, the murder
of these unfortunate fugitives, who cried to them in vain for help for both Chris-
tians and Mussulmans [Muslims] rejoiced in the extermination of an odious and
infidel sect, and no arm was lifted in their defence.®®

What happened to the Yazidis fleeing Mir-i-Kura’s army who headed to Mosul is con-
firmed by the Church of England priest Wigram and his brother Edgar who stated that:

Less than fifty years previously all the Yazidis of the Shaykhan were driven from
their villages by a great irruption of Kurds under the Beg of Rawwanduz and fled for
refuge to Mosul. The flooded Tigris cut them off; and so many thousands were mas-
sacred by their pursuers upon the site of Nineveh that the principal mound over
Sennacherib’s palace acquired the ominous name of Kuwwynjag, (the shambles of
the sheep). The tale of earlier massacres runs back to the very dawn of their history.
Even Sinjar has not always proved a sanctuary, though there they have been less
hard pressed.®
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After controlling most of the Yazidi areas, Mir-i-Kura’s army enslaved and took with
them 10,000 Yazidi prisoners, mostly women and children, along with the Yazidi Prince
Mir ‘Ali Beg to Rawwanduz, the capital of his princedom.?® After their arrival in Raw-
wanduz city, the prisoners were asked to convert to Islam; many of them rejected the
request, including Prince ‘Ali Beg and his entourage.”! He was subsequently executed at
the end of 1833 in the valley of Gali ‘Ali Beg (which is still named after him). Mir-i-
Kura left his body hanging on the Rawwanduz bridge for three days.”” The women were
distributed among Kurds, and the remaining survivors were forced to convert to
Islam.”® Sadiq al-Damaliji estimates that the number of survivors of the Mir-i-Kura’s
firman was only about five percent of the total population in the targeted areas.”

In addition to the massive loss of life, the economic impacts of Mir-i-Kura’s attacks
were immeasurable. Mir-i-Kura’s forces plundered and looted Yazidi property, includ-
ing gold and silver.”®> The Yazidis also lost a number of villages and towns that were
demographically converted to Islam or Islamized.”® For example, before the Mir-i-Kura
attack, historians described Kallak-a-Dasiniyya, about 30 km from Erbil, as a Yazidi vil-
lage and the border between the Yazidi and Soran princedom, and it was completely de-
stroyed during this firman.®” Consequently, the Yazidis lost all the land from the border
of that village to the border of the city of ‘Ayn-Sifn-i in Shaykhan region, which was
seized and continues to be controlled by Kurdish Muslims even today.

There is disagreement over what Mir-i-Kura’s goals were in his campaign against
the Yazidis and the princedom of Bahdinan. Some Kurdish writers considered the op-
erations of Mir-i-Kura as those of an expansionist force that stemmed from his feelings
of Kurdish nationalism, as he intended to establish a Kurdish state.”® Yazidis, however,
hold Mir-i-Kura responsible for the genocide against them and they retain the mem-
ories of his painful firman in their collective memory, which they pass on from one gen-
eration to the next through oral folkloric tradition. It is because of this firman that
Yazidis lost many lives and vast geographical areas.

Conclusion

Over the centuries, there has been a marked decline in relations between those who have
Islamized and the indigenous people of Mesopotamia, namely those who have been per-
secuted by the Ottoman state since the sixteenth century, such as the Yazidis and Chris-
tians. The practice of religious intolerance, the policy of Muslim hegemony, and a
rejection of coexistence because of religious factors—even though coexistence is an age-
old characteristic of all the people in the region—have made the non-Muslim natives,
who were gradually transformed into minorities, the most negatively affected groups.
The result has been a gradual change in the demographic map of the regions of upper
Mesopotamia. For instance, the Yazidis, who had been numerous during the early
Ottoman occupation of the sixteenth century, were reduced to a minority during the
seventeenth century, and their populations were sharply reduced again in the following
centuries. The Yazidis simply could not withstand the constant pressure exerted by the
repeated extermination campaigns of the advancing Turks and Sunni Kurds, as reported
by both Western travellers who visited the region and local historians.

The Mir-i-Kura campaign against the Yazidis had been provoked by ‘Ali Beg’s
assassination of the Kurdish chieftain ‘Ali Agha, whose relations had appealed to the
Mir-i-Kura for redress. During 1832 and 1834, the Yazidis of the Sinjar and Shaykhan
faced repeated fierce attacks by a combined force of the Sunni Kurds under Mir-i-Kura.
It seems that a political power struggle ensued between the ruling class that occasionally
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used a religious pretext, despite past problems, conflicts, and disagreements between the
Yazidis and the Mizury tribe. The Yazidis’ involvement in the killing of Agha Ballatayyi
was planned by the Prince of Bahdinan, Muhammad Sa‘id Pasha, who wanted to get rid
of Ballatayyi because of his meddling in the affairs of the Bahdinan princedom. There-
fore, Muhammad Sa‘id Pasha recruited Yazidi Prince ‘Ali Beg Dasini to kill him, mak-
ing Yazidis the target of Mir-i-Kura’s firman. This research shows why ‘Ali Beg Dasini
did it, even if he knew the likely consequences of doing so. Perhaps the Yazidi ruler
over-estimated his power and influence, thereby losing the struggle, for which the result
was genocide.

The firmans that were issued against the Yazidi had a direct effect on the psychol-
ogy of the Yazidi and the group’s collective memory as they inherit the stories genera-
tion after generation. As such, Yazidi oral history retains the traumatic past memories
of firmans carried out against their people by the Ottomans and Kurdish princedoms,
particularly the firman of Mir-i-Kura.

Similarly, the more recent ISIS firman and the sudden withdrawal of Kurdish Pesh-
merga from the Sinjar region, without any protection for Yazidis against the ISIS slaughter,
weigh heavily on Yazidi minds and collective memory. Although, according to interna-
tional law, the ISIS firmans can be considered an act of genocide, ultimately it was simply
a recurrence of tens of similar operations of which the Yazidis had been victims.

As I have noted, in Yazidi collective memory, the word genocide is synonymous
with the word firman (meaning order or decree in Persian, Turkish, and Kurdish), as it
has been used by the Yazidis to describe past pogroms. It signifies the directives given
by different Islamic campaigns, Ottoman governors or generals, or Kurdish princes to
annihilate Yazidi community. Merging these two words has significant meaning because
it enables us to see the contemporary Yazidi tragedy in a wider context of persecution
at the hands of Muslims, and thrusts the term genocide into the pre-modern era thereby
marking the long continuity of their suffering.
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Notes

1. A royal mandate or decree issued by a sovereign in an Islamic state. For more details see conceptual
framework section.

The International Journal of Middle East Studies (IJMES) standard transliteration system is used for
the transliteration into Latin script of all Arabic and Kurdish terms, names, and cities, as well as authors
and the titles of their works. See: IJMES Transliteration System for Arabic, Persian and Turkish, https://
ijmes.chass.ncsu.edu/docs/TransChart.pdf (accessed 9 Aug 2018).

2. This area is now referred to as “the disputed territories” due to the disagreements between the central
government and the Kurdistan region surrounding Article 140 of the Iraqi permanent constitution in
2005. It was not called the “disputed territories” in Iraq from 1921 to 2003.
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