
The World Has Forgotten Us 



‘A comprehensive, indispensable work.’
—Sudwing

‘The discrimination, exclusion and persecution of the Yezidis did not 
just begin in 2014 with the so-called Islamic State. Thomas Schmidinger 
shows with great dedication the anatomy of a subtle genocide against the 
Yezidis in the last two hundred years.’

—Professor Jan Ilhan Kizilhan, Director of the Institute  
for Genocide and Peace Studies, Stuttgart

‘An important book delving into the history and recent memory of the 
community, a vivid reminder of how the past and present of the Yezidis 
continue to be painfully intertwined.’

—Nelida Fuccaro, Professor of Modern Middle Eastern History  
at the New York University Abu Dhabi

‘Thomas Schmidinger is one of the best experts on the region. This book 
is a must read.’

—Josef Weidenholzer, former MEP and Professor Emeritus,  
University of Linz



The World Has  
Forgotten Us

Sinjar and the Islamic State’s  
Genocide of the Yezidis

Thomas Schmidinger

Translated by Michael Schiffmann



First published as ‘Die Welt Hat Uns Vergessen’: Der Genozid des ‘Islamischen 
Staates’ an den JesidInnen und die Folgen by Mandelbaum Verlag, Vienna, www.
mandelbaum.at

English-language edition first published 2022 by Pluto Press
New Wing, Somerset House, Strand, London WC2R 1LA

www.plutobooks.com

Copyright © Thomas Schmidinger 2019, 2022

The right of Thomas Schmidinger to be identified as the author of this work has 
been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN 978 0 7453 4606 9 Hardback
ISBN 978 0 7453 4605 2 Paperback
ISBN 978 0 7453 4607 6 EPUB
ISBN 978 0 7453 4609 0 PDF

Typeset by Stanford DTP Services, Northampton, England



Contents

Acknowledgements vii
Preface to the English edition viii
Timeline x
Abbreviations xiii
Maps xvi

Introduction 1

Part I History of Sinjar and the genocide

1 The Sinjar Mountains as a natural space 5
2 Sinjar in ancient times 8
3 From the Islamic conquest to the periphery of the  

Ottoman Empire 11
4 The religion of the Êzîdî 14
5 Social order and religious office-holders of the Êzîdî 21
6 The tribal society in Sinjar 27
7 Sinjar in the late Ottoman Empire 30
8 The British occupation and protectorate 34
9 The Êzîdî in Iraq 38
10 Resentments against the Êzîdî 40
11 Ethno-confessional groups in the Sinjar region: Êzîdî, 

Christians, Jews and Muslims 42
12 Sinjar under the rule of the Ba’th Party 46
13 After the fall of Saddam Hussein: between Baghdad  

and Erbil 52
14 The massacre of 14 August 2007: the 73rd firman? 57
15 Encircled by jihadists 60
16 The IS genocide in August 2014 64
17 Genocide 76



vi . the world has forgotten us

18 The reintroduction of slavery and sexual violence 78
19 Struggle for liberation: regional conflicts in the  

smallest spaces 90
20 The life of the displaced 109
21 Regional conflicts: Sinjar in the crosshairs of Turkey  

and Iran 118
22 Marginalised and instrumentalised: is there a future  

for the Êzîdî in Iraq? 122

Part II Photographs 127

Part III Interviews 153

Notes 235
Bibliography 247
Index 250



Preface to the English edition

When I wrote the first version of this book in 2019, I deliberately 
wrote it in German, not only because German, as my first language, 
is still more familiar to me than English, but also because I wanted 
as many Êzîdî as possible to be able to read this book themselves. 
After Iraq, Germany is now the country where more members of 
this religious community live than anywhere else. The conflicts in 
Turkey and Syria, the poverty in the Caucasus, but also the per-
secution in Iraq have led to a situation where a locally anchored 
religion with its local sanctuaries has in part become a diaspora 
religion. 

This is one of the reasons why interest in the Êzîdî and the gen-
ocide of 2014 is often more pronounced in German-speaking 
countries than in Britain, the USA, Canada or Australia. German 
was thus the obvious first language for this book. However, from 
the beginning I was also keen to make English, Arabic and Kurdish 
editions possible. The English edition is now appearing more than 
a year later than planned due to the consequences of the COVID-
19 crisis for the English-language book market.

However, this also made it possible to update the book even 
more and to include the results of further research visits in spring 
2021 and following developments in autumn 2021. The English 
edition is thus more up to date and complete than the German 
version. It also contains significantly more photos from the region. 

The text of the German edition was translated by Michael Schiff-
mann, but the entire edition was reviewed. I inserted the additions 
and updates in English. The book is thus not just a translation of 
the German edition but updated to the summer of 2021. How-
ever, no further interviews have been inserted in the interview 
section. The original voices of various actors in the region still 
speak for themselves today, just as they did in 2019 when the first 
German-language version of this book was published. 

I hope that on the basis of this version there will soon be Arabic 
and Kurdish editions of this book, and in the meantime I hope this 



preface to the english edition . ix

English edition will meet with international interest, and also that 
this book, like my earlier books on Rojava and Afrin, can be dis-
cussed at events in the English-speaking world.

Vienna, 3 July 2021

A note on spelling: readers will notice that the transliteration of 
Êzîdî is inconsistent with the book’s subtitle. The most common 
English spelling was used for the subtitle to ensure that the book 
will be more easily found by readers searching for information 
on this subject. For the main text I have used a spelling consist-
ent with the system of transliteration used throughout the rest of 
the book.



Introduction

When the fighters of the so-called Islamic State (IS) attacked the 
region of Sinjar (‘Şingal’ in Kurdish) on 3 August 2014, for most 
Europeans and Americans this was the first time they had ever 
heard of the Êzîdî – often refered as ‘Yazidis’ or ‘Yezidis’ in English 
– a religious group in Kurdistan which had endured a long history 
of persecution as alleged ‘devil’s worshippers’ even before IS’s reign 
of terror. The genocide perpetrated against the Êzîdî showed the 
global public with unprecedented clarity how brutally the jihadis 
enforced their delusionary ideology and their strategic goals.

But the attacks by IS have a long history, and despite the military 
victory over IS, the suffering of the survivors has not yet come to 
an end. This book, which appears seven years after the events of 
August 2014, is more than just a book on the genocide. It also 
recounts the historical background and gives an account of the 
long history of the region, the various religious and ethnic groups 
that have lived together in it and of the religion and the society 
of the Êzîdî. And finally, it also describes what happened with 
the survivors after August 2014 as well as the development of the 
political and military situation in Sinjar after 2014.

For the survivors, the consequences of the genocide are still 
palpable; it is far from clear whether the region can ever be rebuilt 
in a way that allows it to become a centre of Êzîdî culture again.

Since Germany has now become the most important part of the 
diaspora for the Êzîdî, I wrote this book in German first. However, 
I am very happy that an English version is available now that 
enables even more people to read about this region, the genocide 
of and its consequences. As the survivors of the Genocide not 
only migrated to Germany, but to Australia and North America as 
well, I also hope to give the second generation of English-speaking 
Êzîdî a tool for dealing with an important aspect of their history.

This book is based not just on working through the literature, 
but also on extensive field research in the region. For the German 
version of this book, I visited the Sinjar Mountains four times, 
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in addition to several visits to the camps of the displaced and 
refugees in Iraq, Syria and Turkey. For the English version addi-
tional fieldwork was conducted in spring 2021. The book is based 
on conversations with survivors, a collection of qualitative inter-
views in the Xanke refugee camp, and a number of interviews with 
personalities from different political and military movements in 
the region. These conversations and interviews are reproduced in 
chronological order in Part III of the book. They should enable 
the reader to get a glimpse into the quite contradictory original 
voices of actors who are frequently in rivalry with each other.



PART I

History of Sinjar and the genocide





1
The Sinjar Mountains as a natural space

The Sinjar Mountains – ‘Jebel Sinjar’ in Arabic, and ‘Çiyayê Şingalê’ 
in Kurdish – is a massif approximately 60 kilometres in length that 
protrudes from the Mesopotamian lowlands. In a certain sense, 
it is the southernmost prolongation of the Kurdish mountainous 
region into the Mesopotamian plains and stands alone between 
the alluvial lands of the Tigris in the east and the Euphrates in the 
west. The highest peak of this mountain range, the Çêl Mêra, is 
1,453 metres above sea level.

In geographic terms, this range is the visible part of the 150 
kilometres of the Sinjar elevated area whose rock strata in part 
go back to the Palaeozoic. Like other mountain ranges further 
to the north and east, the Sinjar Mountains emerged through a 
complex geological process during which the Arabian Plate broke 
away from the African Plate and was pushed in the direction of 
the Eurasian Plate. Today, the resulting mountain crest is char-
acterised by deeply incised valleys and ravines on the southern 
slope, relatively flatly layered cuestas at the crown of the mountain 
range, and steeply descending mountains with deep, somewhat 
broader valleys at the northern slope. In the west, the range 
finds its continuation in the Jariba Mountains, whose northwest-
ern flank borders the lake Khatuniyya, which is called Bahra by 
the local Êzîdî. Up until the colonial demarcation of boundaries 
between Syria and Iraq by the United Kingdom and France after 
the First World War, the region around the lake and the Jariba 
Mountains formed a natural continuation of the Sinjar Mountains 
and was in part also inhabited and used by Êzîdî. It was only with 
the establishment of the Syrian and the Iraqi national states that 
a border was created which split the western continuation of the 
Sinjar from the rest, leading to a migration of the Êzîdî to what 
had now become the Iraqi side. Since then, the area on the Syrian 
side has only been used by Arab nomads mostly belonging to the 
Shammar tribe.
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Surrounded by dry steppeland, the Sinjar Mountains in a way 
forms an oasis that provides water all year long and allows for the 
growing of vegetables, tobacco and fruit. In winter, the mountains 
are covered with snow. Apart from that, the climate is largely sub-
tropical with hot, dry summers and cold, moist winters. Many of 
the rivers dry up in the course of the summer. But in contrast with 
the surrounding steppe, in the mountains there were always water 
reserves, which enabled the mountain villages to practise terrace 
cultivation.

At heights of over 800 metres, in the past the mountains were 
in part covered with holly oak forests which were later sharply 
reduced by lumbering and grazing. But even today, there are still 
older and younger trees here and there which have the potential 
to form a real forest again in the future. In the ravines with larger 
water resources, a fig (Ficus carica) grows for which this region is 
famous in all of Northern Iraq. These small and very sweet Sinjar 
figs are grown by the farmers of the region.

The centuries-old local mountain farmer culture used to practise 
a relatively solicitous handling of the resources of the region, par-
ticularly of the soil and of water. The destruction of this culture 
during the Ba’thist rule over Iraq has also left a permanent stamp 
on the natural space of the region. The uncultivated, exposed soils 
were subjected to strong erosion. The diversion of water to the 
farms in the plains led to a drying up of many mountain brooks. 
Today’s traveller in Sinjar will find a much dryer and rockier 
massif than the one of a hundred years ago.

However, since 2014, it has become apparent that the interior of 
the mountains still has the potential for agriculture as well. Since 
some of the displaced people have settled back in the mountains 
and partly repopulate the old mountain villages, even long aban-
doned gardens have been restored. Lonely mountain valleys and 
slopes have been increasingly cultivated again, especially since 
2019, and greenery is slowly returning to the region. The years 
2018 to 2020 in particular saw above-average rainfall. This again 
allowed the cultivation of tobacco around the village of Kerse and 
made it possible to plant fig and olive trees. In 2021, however, as in 
all of Iraq, there is an extreme drought that could undo these suc-
cesses. The first effects of climate change have also been felt here 
in recent years. It is getting significantly hotter. If the rise in tem-
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perature, especially during the summer months, is accompanied 
by periods of extreme drought in the coming years, the tentative 
attempts to replant the mountains could prove to be a failure.



2
Sinjar in ancient times

On the one hand, the history of Sinjar is one of a peripheral 
mountain region which has for centuries served as a retreat area 
for minorities, but on the other, it is also the history of an urban 
settlement, Sinjar City (Arabic: Balad Sinjar), which is located at 
the southern foot of this mountain chain. This city itself was also 
never the centre of an empire or any other important regional 
administrative structure, but its history reaches far back into antiq-
uity. It has always been characterised by a very diverse population.

Already early on, the southern edge of the mountains was impor-
tant as a migration area between Syria and Assyria. Even the Bible 
(Gen. 10.10 and Jos. 7.21) already mentions a region called Shinar, 
which is often considered the same as today’s Sinjar, though this 
attribution cannot be regarded as verified. Ancient Egyptian and 
Assyrian sources also mention a region with a similar name. In 
the museum of Dohuk,1 there are a number of ancient objects 
from Sinjar on display which prove that the city was settled in the 
Hellenistic period and that in the Roman period, it had become 
a permanent urban settlement by the name of Singara (Greek τὰ 
Σίγγαρα), in which a Roman legion was garrisoned. But because 
of the lack of systematic archaeological excavations in this polit-
ically sensitive border region, the documentation of the early 
history of Sinjar remains very fragmentary.

In any case, the fact is that even today Greek, Roman and Sas-
sanian coins are still being found in the region, although they 
are often sold on by the local population without ever being sub-
mitted to research. However, such finds at various places on the 
mountain and at its foot testify to the fact that the region was 
already heavily populated in ancient times and was integrated 
into the trade routes of the region. The geography and climate 
also suggest that one of the most important connections between 
Syria and Mesopotamia was already to be found here in antiq-
uity. On the one hand, traders did not have to pass through the 
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Kurdish mountains, but on the other hand, they did not have to 
pass through the much hotter and drier steppe and desert areas to 
the south. The city of Sinjar was certainly never a political metrop-
olis, but it probably represented an important intermediate station 
between the Levant and the Tigris Valley with its centres of upper 
Mesopotamia.

The city must have had a substantial Christian population 
already early on. During the seventh century, the Christian scholar 
Gabriel of Sinjar is mentioned, who came from the Assyrian 
Church (which was called Nestorian by its enemies) and who 
later converted to Syrian Orthodox Monophysitism. He played an 
important role in the intra-Christian power struggles under the 
Sassanid ruler Chosrau II.2 The Apocalypse of Pseudo-Methodius, 
which was previously attributed to Bishop Methodius of the 
fourth century but which today tends to be regarded as a work of 
the seventh century, also mentions in its preamble that its author 
received his revelations in Sinjar.3

Not much is known about the population on the mountain and 
away from the urban settlement at that time. For a reasonably con-
sistent local history of the region, many more archaeological digs 
would be necessary. The only thing that can be said with certainty 
is that the city of Sinjar has been permanently settled from the 
Roman time until today, and that the mountain areas were also 
populated already in antiquity.

Due to a lack of documentation, it is impossible to say which 
languages were predominantly spoken in the mountain area. As 
for the city itself, it is quite certain that until the Arab conquest 
certain forms of Aramaic dominated and were used by Christians 
and Jews (in the latter case, together with Hebrew as a liturgical 
language) both in everyday life and in liturgy. Even though there 
is no proof of the continuous presence of Christians and Jews, 
their later presence in the city suggests that it was predominantly 
populated by Christians and Jews even before the Arab, or Islamic, 
conquest. Given the current state of knowledge, it is impossible to 
say whether, and if so, in which form the region was then home 
to proto-forms of western Iranian religious traditions which later 
became part of the religion of the Êzîdî. The region was certainly 
not among the most important settlement areas of today’s Kurds; 
it was part of the section of the Middle East which, under the rule 
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of the Achaemenids and Seleucids, developed into a place where 
Aramaic was the lingua franca and in which Greek, Persian, Mes-
opotamian influences had coalesced into the Hellenistic culture 
since the time of Alexander the Great.

In contrast with most other areas of today’s Iraq, before the 
Arab-Islamic expansion Sinjar had not been a permanent part of 
the Iranian Sassanid Empire but had long represented one of the 
eastern outposts of the Roman Empire. As a part of the defence 
against the Sassanids, it played an important military role in the 
defence of the empire. The whole region was dotted with Roman 
forts and military roads whose function was to prevent Parthian 
and Sassanid incursions into Roman Syria.4 For that reason, Sinjar 
is also the only region of today’s Iraq in which there have been 
archaeological findings from the Roman era. It was only in the 
year 360 that the Sassanids finally conquered Sinjar; from that 
time on, the region formed a part of the territory of this dynasty, 
whose home was in today’s Iraq and Iran and which extended to 
Nisbis, today’s Nusaybin.

Thereafter, the border region frequently was the scene of wars 
between the Sassanid Empire and the East Roman/Byzantine 
Empire, wars which in the end contributed to weakening both 
sides. The last great Sassanid–Byzantine war (602 to 628 CE), 
which devastated large parts of the Middle East and led to a period 
of civil war and internal instability in the Sassanid Empire, finally 
enabled the Arabs to conquer the region by invading it from the 
south.




