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INTRODUCTION

“Cultural interaction in the Middle East since the rise of Islam” — such
was the title of a combined research project aimed at describing the var-
ious ways in which the Christian communities of the Middle East
expressed their distinct cultural identity in Muslim societies. This project
was mitiated in 1995, by a group of researchers of the universities of
Groningen and Leiden, consisting of Han (HL.W.J.) Drijvers, Gerrit J.
Reinink, Lukas Van Rompay and Jos (J.J.S.) Weitenberg. The theme of
cultural interaction was the common denominator of four research pro-
jects, which together covered over a thousand years of Christianity in
West-Asia — from the early years of the rise of Islam till the end of the
eighteenth century, with the main emphasis on the Syriac (Syrian-Ortho-
dox and Church of the East) and Armenian communities, whose main
languages were Syriac and Medern Aramaic, Arabic and Armenian, All
these communities distinguished themselves from surrounding Muslim
culture, often by their language and social structures, always by their
religion and canon law. With the advantages of an interdisciplinary
approach, the project aimed at describing in more detail the various
ways in which these communities reacted to the ascendancy of Tslam,
from the earliest encounter in the seventh century up to the late eigh-
teenth century, when Christians had become a relatively small minority
in many parts of West Asia.

After funding had been secured from the Netherlands Organization
for Scientific Research (NWQ), five more researchers were attached to
the program: Jan J. van Ginkel and Barbara Roggema from Groningen,
and Theo M. van Lint, Alessandro Mengozzi and Heleen (H.L.) Murre-
van den Berg from Leiden.

Towards the end of the project, Van Ginkel, Van Lint, and Murre-van
den Berg orgariized an international symposium for which the theme of
the initial research proposals was given a slightly different slant. Rather
than cultural interaction, cultural strategies became the principal theme,
mainly because the research of the past years had shown that although in
many cases “interaction” indeed characterized the developments within
the Christian communities, in other times or places cultural isolation
appeared to be just as important. It was decided, therefore, to use the



