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Armenians in the  

Middle East
From marginalization to the everyday

Tsolin Nalbantian

Scholarly works on Armenians in the Middle East focus on the events and consequences 
of the Armenian Genocide considerably more than on Armenians’ economic, political, 
and social involvement in the Middle East. This chapter adds to the growing scholarship 
on that involvement and traces how Armenians’ senses of belonging and identities have 
shifted over time. While covering the Middle East as a whole, it will focus on Egypt, 
Lebanon, Syria, Palestine, and Turkey. It begins with a short historic introduction of the 
Armenian communities in the Ottoman Empire and its subsequent break up, and then 
examines how Armenians lived in the Middle East in the era of the nation-state.

The first written reference to Armenians dates back to the sixth century BCE, with 
the majority living in areas that became part of Turkey and Iran.1 As a country, Armenia 
was rarely a regional power (a notable exception is the rule of King Tigran the Great, 
95-55 BCE); rather, it was perennially lodged between larger rival empires, including 
the Roman, Parthian, Sassanid, Safavid, Ottoman, and Russian ones; also, it was subject 
to Mongol and Turkic tribal invasions from Central Asia.2 Nevertheless, Armenians 
developed their own language, “an independent, one-language family within the 
Indo-European group.”3 Also, they often used Christianity – they were the first people 
to collectively adopt that faith, in the fourth century – to determine who is Armenian 
and who is not. In fact, Armenian church sees have historically played, and continue 
to play, powerful roles not only in religion but also in local and transnational politics, 
identity construction, and society.

During the Ottoman Tanzimat reform period, in the mid-nineteenth century, Armenian 
participation in the economic and political spheres greatly depended upon their location, class, 
and party affiliation.4 Although the empire experienced a constitutional revolution in 1908, 
soon thereafter, the now governing Young Turks’ policies became increasingly xenophobic; 
Armenians were increasingly suspected of foreign loyalties and subject to discriminations.5 
During World War One, the Young Turk government mass deported Armenians and per-
petrated genocide, an event that has become the pivot of modern Armenian history.6 The 
Armenians who survived created new communities in Europe, the Middle East, and the 
Americas.7 This dispersion, and attendant political and sectarian divisions, have accentuated 
the diverse character of Armenians’ lives worldwide.
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Marginalization

Seminal studies on modern Middle Eastern history have often focused on the political re-
lationship between the state and its population.8 Many works understand this relationship 
from the top-down, dividing state and society without considering their overlap, intersec-
tions, and co-dependence. They separate the state from its population, and understood the 
inhabitants of the nation-state in a singular sense, without taking into consideration vari-
ances in class, ethnicity, religion, and gender. Consequently, they dedicate less attention to 
the formation of minority populations, and how they acquire, articulate, and wield forms of 
agency. They likewise fail to consider adequately how minority populations have used both 
self and externally rooted identities in internal, domestic, regional, and transnational strug-
gles for power that simultaneously challenge and uphold the authority of the state.

Moreover, few studies of minority populations in the Middle East explore the forma-
tion of minority groups within the nation-state and their social, political, and economic 
contributions.9 Instead, they analyze how minorities are victimized by the majority and 
persecuted by the state, flattening differences within the population and ignoring internal 
dynamics. These studies, while attempting to center the given population, in fact further 
marginalize them, reducing them to victims or populations in need of protection.10 In such 
examinations, the minority population may also be seen as foreign and inauthentic to the 
nation-state, suggesting that it is their presence within a particular geographic boundary 
that is the problem. Such studies also maintain the nation-state as a natural political organi-
zation and reinforce it as a standardized entity.

This is not to deny the very fact of discrimination and persecution of minority groups 
in contemporary nation-states. Rather, I contend that the scholarship on minorities in the 
Middle East often mirrors that discrimination in examining the given population through 
the singular lens of “minority.” For example, the labeling of a population as a minority often 
precludes their inclusion within national historiographies. Categorizing a population as a 
minority without analyzing its construction and examining how the state and other commu-
nities have deployed the label, and how and why that status has changed over time, ensures 
their historiographic marginalization.

Double marginalization

Middle Eastern historians have neglected Armenians perhaps more than other minority 
populations. Armenians intersect with the historiography of the region mostly through the 
genocide. The destruction of the Armenian millet in the Ottoman Empire and the survivors’ 
dispersal in the Arab Middle East (and the Russian Empire and Western countries) altered 
the ethnic and religious composition of various Middle Eastern areas including Lebanon, 
Syria, Turkey, and Israel/Palestine.

Moreover, spaces that were de-Armenianized, as it were, after the genocide have repeat-
edly resurfaced in sometimes unexpected forms. Take the Gezi Park protests in Istanbul in 
2013, during which environmental and social activists opposed the neo-liberal policies of 
the AK Party and of Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, and in particular the planned 
destruction of a green space in central Istanbul and the proposed building of a shopping mall. 
Many protestors, however, were unfamiliar with the park’s former incarnation: it had been 
an Armenian cemetery.11 While this unawareness is related to the Turkish state’s denial of the 
Armenian Genocide, it also manifests a lack of knowledge of the everyday life of Armenians 
in the Ottoman Empire (and beyond, for that matter). However justified, the study of the 
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Middle Eastern Armenians is too often reduced to the study of the genocide. While disre-
garding the Armenian Genocide would be both irresponsible and impossible, scholars need 
to adopt prisms other than violence and ethnic cleansing, examining Armenians’ everyday 
life and articulations of belonging. To return to the Gezi Park example, a focus on the ev-
eryday would have revealed the presence of burial plots to Istanbulis. This engagement – not 
only a historiographic but also, necessarily, a political one – would link activists, environ-
mentalists, and opponents of the AK Party’s neo-liberal economic policies with Armenians 
in Turkey and beyond.

People’s unawareness of the Gezi graveyard demonstrates a broader unfamiliarity with 
Ottoman Armenians and, in this case, with the power of Istanbul’s Ottoman Armenians, who 
possessed a graveyard at the center of the imperial capital. In sum, the Gezi protests illustrate 
the double marginalization of Middle Eastern Armenians. The Armenian Genocide acts as 
a prism of studies of those Armenians and hinders studying the community’s pre-Genocide 
modern life. In addition, few studies on Lebanon, Syria, and Israel/Palestine consider the 
articulation of belonging of the Armenian communities outside the psychological legacy of 
the genocide.

This historiographic situation stands in marked contrast with key contemporary events 
such as the commemoration of the centenary of the Armenian Genocide in 2015, which 
demonstrated the active presence of Armenians in the Middle East.12 In Beirut, Damascus, 
and Cairo, demonstrations commemorated the genocide; the Kurdish autonomous region in 
Iraq passed a parliamentary resolution acknowledging the genocide; and the Israeli Knesset 
discussed such a motion. Moreover, annual commemorative protests had happened in capi-
tals including Beirut, Aleppo, Damascus, Cairo, Jerusalem, Baghdad, and Amman in earlier 
years, too. While these demonstrations are a response to the Turkish government’s refusal 
to acknowledge the genocide, Armenian participation in them – along with their organi-
zation and procurement of their permits from the local government – is an articulation of 
their citizenship and local understandings of belonging. Middle Eastern Armenians’ ability 
to lobby governments to acknowledge the genocide, along with the spectacle of protests in 
front of governmental buildings and Turkish embassies, demonstrates their organizational 
and political prowess. 

Despite Middle Eastern Armenians’ by now well-established belonging to the region, 
both Armenian and Middle Eastern historians often associate Middle Eastern Armenians 
with national spaces outside the region. In parallel, they describe those Armenians as newer 
arrivals and hence as temporary residents, as people “trapped” in the region having fled from 
and survived the genocide. These approaches do not simply fail to consider Armenians’ con-
tribution to local Middle Eastern societies. They also suggest congruence between authen-
ticity and the nation-state: some inhabitants of the nation-state “naturally” belong, while 
others, such as the Armenians, do not.13 This marginalizes Armenians doubly: first, as a 
minority that is not included within the larger historiography of a given nation-state; and 
second, when mentioned, as either victims or temporary residents.

Positioning the Armenian Church

To better engage with Middle Eastern Armenians’ everyday activities before and after the 
genocide, we must examine the role and power of the Armenian Orthodox Church. It has 
two functioning sees. One is located in Lebanon, the other in Armenia. Both trace their very 
origins back to the apostolic age of St. Thaddeus and St. Bartholomew. Historically, the Ar-
menian Church in Lebanon, also known as the Catholicosate of Cilicia, was located in Sis, in 
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the present-day Turkish city of Kozan, which was the seat of the Armenian Church during 
the Armenian Kingdom of Cilicia (1198–1375).14 It remained in Sis until the genocide. By 
1936, that see had been relocated to Antelias, a northern suburb of Beirut, where it is still to-
day. The other see, the Catholicosate of Echmiadzin, was located in the eponymous village.15 
In 1920, Echmiadzin became part of the Armenian Soviet Socialist Republic (ASSR), an 
independent republic since 1991. The Armenian Orthodox Church also has two surviving 
patriarchates, one in Jerusalem, the other in Istanbul.16 While independent, they recognize 
the authority of both sees. Generally, neither see nor patriarch claimed jurisdiction over the 
other’s congregations, each maintaining its own autonomy.

Church and nation

Now and in the past, the Armenian Orthodox Church has played both religious and secu-
lar roles, a pattern rooted in Ottoman times. As the representative of the Armenian millet, 
Armenian church officials automatically assumed secular and religious powers. While at 
times an important buffer between the state and subjects, they also capitalized on the author-
ity bestowed upon them by the Ottoman state, commanding allegiance from Armenians. 
Because the Ottoman Empire required an intermediary, the church ipso facto represented 
Armenians, regardless of faith. Given the authority of this categorization system, and the 
lack of an alternative, it is not surprising that the Armenian Church in the Ottoman Empire 
capitalized on such authority.

The Armenian Patriarchate of Istanbul continues to be an adaptive institution in Turkey 
today. While it no longer acts a representative of the Armenian Turkish citizen to the state, it 
continues to wield secular power. The acting Patriarch, Aram Ateşian (the official Patriarch 
has been incapacitated for years due to health issues), often meets with Turkish and foreign 
politicians and with other religious dignitaries.17

With regards to representation, Ateşian sometimes echoes the actions of the Patriarch in 
late Ottoman times. For example, when asked about the so-called Islamicized Armenians –  
Armenians who converted to Islam, sometimes under duress, during the genocide and its 
aftermath – Ateşian explained that the Patriarchate could not represent them, as they are 
not Christians.18 He defined Armenians as members of the Patriarchate congregations – and 
these congregations included only Armenians. This tautological understanding limits the 
authority of the Armenian Patriarchate. But it also assuages any Turkish governmental or 
nationalist concerns of an Armenian institution increasing its authority, particularly outside 
Istanbul. And by engaging with such issues and questions, Ateşian keeps the Armenian 
Patriarchate relevant. The continued presence and engagement of the Patriarchate allows 
Armenians to be considered beyond the genocide and firms up their existence in Turkey.

In Lebanon, too, the Armenian Church plays both secular and religious roles. In fact, the 
Catholicosate of Cilicia has only increased its power, domestically, regionally, and interna-
tionally. This fact in a way continues a century-old pattern. While the Kingdom of Cilicia 
ended with the death of its last king in 1393, the Catholicosate continued to function, and 
fulfilled some political functions vis-à-vis the new, Mamluk state.19 Similarly, a bit earlier, in 
the fourteenth century, when Armenian notable families dispersed, the Cilician see filled 
the void they left and used their absence to act as the steadfast protector of the Armenian 
population.20 The Armenian Church constructed itself of and for the Armenian nation, then, 
and identified the populace as central to the future of its own survival and of the nation 
itself. Ironically, this type of nation-building came often in the wake of the destruction of 
Armenian communities. Such events reinforced the Armenian Church as both a secular and 
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religious authority, a role that was accepted and used by the church to maintain its relevance 
and power. Once reestablished in French Mandate Lebanon following World War I, the 
Cilician See first became the spiritual and secular authority for Armenians in Lebanon and 
Syria. While economically an underprivileged population, the extension of citizenship to 
Armenians by 1924 likewise fortified the role of the church within the domestic political af-
fairs of both countries. In Cilicia, the Cilician See had largely enjoyed a regional importance. 
In Lebanon, however, even in the first years after the genocide, it attained a transnational 
status. And its realm of authority and power only increased – sometimes quite dramatically 
– in the following years.21

By 1957, some Armenian churches outside Lebanon and Syria, namely, in Greece, 
Cyprus, Iran, and Iraq, chose to switch their spiritual allegiance from the Catholicosate of 
Echmiadzin to the Catholicosate of Cilicia, in Lebanon. This increased the number of con-
gregations and broadened the Catholicosate of Cilicia’s realm. With adherents in multiple 
countries, it started to directly challenge the Catholicosate in Echmiadzin, a move that had 
been unprecedented throughout Armenian history. Moreover, the Catholicosate of Cilicia 
in Lebanon used its newfound power to accept parishes outside the Middle East and beyond 
the Mediterranean: parishes around the world that chose to distance themselves from the 
Catholicosate of Echmiadzin ostensibly for political reasons related to ongoing Cold War 
rivalries between the Soviet and American spheres of influence. Accepting numerous par-
ishes in the United States and Canada, it indeed became not only a regional power, but also 
a global one. It supplied those parishes with priests from its monastery, along with its liturgy 
and Sunday sermons. And in addition to these religious displays of power in North America, 
it grew much richer, receiving required dues and donations from parishes worldwide.

My focus on the power dynamics of the Armenian Church is not meant to remove from 
view other elites or non-elite Armenians. Rather, I would like to demonstrate that in addi-
tion to the continuation of Armenian presence in the region, certain institutions modified 
and in some cases gained authority in the wake of the community’s destruction. While it 
is paramount to recognize the ruin and tragedy of the genocide, its survivors used its after-
math to create a space to articulate new sites of power. This can be seen in the actions of the 
Catholicosate of Cilicia in Lebanon, and within the understandings of belonging employed 
by Armenian inhabitants of newly created mandates and later citizens of the nation-state, to 
which I now turn.

Gathering Armenians in the post-genocide Middle East:  
Anjar, Qamishle, and Kessab

As mentioned earlier, the overabundance of works dedicated to studying the genocide is a 
key explanation for the absence of studies on Middle Eastern Armenians’ everyday experi-
ences. Still, a note on the genocide is necessary, if only to demonstrate that Middle Eastern 
Armenians’ lives not only changed but also experienced continuities after the genocide. The 
genocide depopulated the Ottoman Empire’s Armenian provinces, in eastern Anatolia; sur-
vivors were either forced south, toward the Arab provinces, or further east into the Russian 
Empire. In camps in Syria, Lebanon, and Egypt, and in Jerusalem’s Armenian quarters, peo-
ple hailing from myriad villages, towns, and cities – that is people who, though categorized 
as Armenian by the Ottoman leadership and host states, had never lived in close proximity 
or even communicated with one another – were brought together.

All this prompted new interactions among Armenians and between Armenians and their 
new compatriots. In the initial years following the genocide, survivors found refuge in 
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Aleppo and in towns and villages around Raqqa, Der Zor, and the largely Kurdish inhab-
ited towns of Hasaka and Qamishle. While some survivors stayed in French Mandate Syria, 
many traveled further southwest, to Lebanon, Jordan and Palestine. In Lebanon, they were 
housed in refugee camps mostly along the coast: in the Beiruti areas of Qarantina, Sanjak, 
Sin al-Fil, and Bourj Hamoud; and, further south, near Sidon and Tyre. Survivors from 
various towns and villages came together in these quarters, and divided camps according 
to origin. For example, many survivors, and later their descendants, from Marash lived in a 
single street in Bourj Hamoud.22 They had never, in Ottoman times, been so close to their 
new neighbors. Marash intersected with Arax – and both were less than a kilometer away 
from Hajn, and even closer to Sis, two towns that, back in Turkey, were 85 kilometers apart. 
Moreover, while survivors originally married within the same “street” (read: village), they 
also soon intermarried across places of origin. Once localized customs became mixed in 
entirely novel ways.

In consequence, a more inclusive and coherent Armenian identity came into being. Pre-
viously distinct patterns of language, history, communal living, food, and religious customs 
became more homogeneous. For instance, in the Ottoman Empire, Armenian inhabitants 
had not spoken one common language. Some Armenian-inhabited villages had been mono-
lingual in Turkish, others spoke Armenian village dialects, and yet others – some with 
a missionary presence – spoke a more standardized Armenian. In Lebanon, however, the 
gathering of genocide survivors, along with their descendants, weakened localized dialects 
in favor of a more standardized Armenian. The presence of the Cilician See in Lebanon also 
played a role in this process. Sermons were given in standardized Armenian, and the church 
administered death, birth, and marriage rites. Spaces ranging from Armenian schools to 
cemeteries administered by the Cilician See were from the start never separated by village 
origin; and eventually the living quarters were just as mixed.

While the Armenian camps near Lebanon’s coastal cities encouraged Armenians from 
different origins to mix and mingle, Armenians in Anjar, a town located in the Biqa Valley, 
between the Lebanon and Anti-Lebanon Mountains, remained homogenous. Almost 
all hailed from the mountainous village of Musa Dagh, in southern Turkey. Resettled 
with help from the French, they arrived in Lebanon under circumstances different from 
Armenians on the coast. One of the only recorded incidents of resistance to the genocide, 
the inhabitants of Musa Dagh staved off a better-armed Turkish garrison and were rescued 
by French boats docked on the coast of the Aegean Sea. They were first interned at a camp 
in Port Said, in Egypt, for two years. Prevented from leaving the camp by armed guards, 
they formed a singular community.23 Subsequently – that is, after the success of the Turkish 
war of independence in 1922 subverted the creation of a French Mandate State in Cilicia – 
they were brought to Anjar. France decided on this move because those Armenians helped 
increase the Christian population in Lebanon and in general supported French interests. 
Once in Anjar, isolated from the coast by mountains, they preserved some of the customs 
of Musa Dagh, including its local dialect. At present, there certainly is interaction and in-
termingling between Anjar residents and the Armenian population located along the coast 
of Beirut. Anjar’s priests are educated in the monastery connected to Catholicosate of Cili-
cia in Antelias, and their church and schools are under the auspices of its authority. Still, 
Anjaris remain fiercely proud of their origins. They built a commemorative monument to 
the Musa Dagh resistance in the center of the town; and each year, they celebrate that event 
in a ritual. And yet, even this “local” ritual connects them to other Lebanese Armenians 
and to Armenians in Syria, for many Armenians, regardless of their ancestral lineage, visit 
Anjar to take part in that celebration.
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Anjar is not the only town in the region whose Armenian inhabitants hail from a single 
town or village in the Ottoman Empire. Qamishle, a town in the northeast of Syria, has a 
similar history, albeit with a few notable distinctions. The Armenians of Qamishle hail from 
the villages surrounding Batman, in the southeast of Turkey. While it was the French who 
brought the Armenian population of Musa Dagh to Anjar, the establishment of Qamishle 
was a direct result of the actions of Mehmet Mishte, a leader of the Reshkota Kurds. He 
refused to carry out the genocidal order of the governor of Diyarbakir, Mehmet Reşid, and 
arranged for the safe passage of Armenians. In addition, while Armenians form the majority 
of Anjar’s inhabitants (the rest being Sunni Muslims), Qamishle is divided between three 
ethnic groups: Armenians, Assyrians, and Kurds, whose religious sects vary between the 
Catholic, the Orthodox, the Sunni, and the Alevi.

Although Qamishle is a site of survival, Armenian residents neither celebrate nor com-
memorate it as space of national resistance. It does not occupy a particular place in Armenian 
national historiography either. But this may be changing. While the inhabitants of Batman 
never resisted the genocidal orders before arriving to Qamishle (they did not need to), the 
deed of Mehmet Mishte has become more recognized. In 2015, the first official commemo-
ration in his honor took place at his gravesite, attended by an international delegation. It was 
small, and Qamishle’s Armenians did not participate in the event; still, it emulated the large 
communal commemorations of the resistance of Musa Dagh in Anjar by Armenians living 
outside of the town.24

Kessab, a largely Armenian-populated village northwest of Aleppo, in a sense melds the 
histories and characteristics of both Qamishle and Anjar. Both the inhabitants of Kessab and 
Armenians from across the region celebrate the actions of Kessab’s population during the 
Armenian Genocide as a form of national resistance. Like Anjar, Kessab has the characteris-
tics of a closed community: its location is isolated and mountainous, which has historically 
prevented the development of an extensive network with towns and cities along the coast.25 
But unlike Anjar and Qamishle, which were established by Armenian refugees, Kessab’s 
Armenian population dates back to at least the nineteenth century, according to Amer-
ican evangelical missionaries who established a presence there at that time.26 And while 
Kessab’s Armenian population fluctuated dramatically due to the Genocide in 1915, surviv-
ing Armenians returned to the village by 1918, when French troops entered the region.27

Another major difference between Kessab and Qamishle concerns Syria’s very recent 
history and its prolonged civil war. While Qamishle has largely avoided sustained direct 
involvement in the Syrian civil war, al-Qaeda’s al-Nusra Front, Sham al-Islam, and Ansar 
al-Sham forces overran Kessab in 2014.28 The flight of over 2,000 Armenians to Latakia, 
along with stories and documentation of the destruction of Kessab’s churches, helped galva-
nize the global Armenian population and brought forth a #savekessab Internet campaign.29 
By connecting these recent attacks, and especially the reported support provided by the 
Turkish military, to the genocide, the #savekessab campaign became a new transnational 
call to rally Armenians worldwide, and reinforced the significance of Kessab as global site of 
Armenian struggle.30

Adapting to Mandate and nation-state power

Although Armenians were certainly the victims of violence and were forced to relocate, they 
still adapted to their new environments. Their new articulations of belonging and identity 
merged with a new legal status, first as residents of European Mandates, later as citizens of 
nation-states. In 1924, the French conferred citizenship onto the Armenian population in 
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Lebanon and Syria to buoy the country’s Christian population.31 This, in turn, augmented 
Lebanon’s Christian-led government and reinforced the Christian presence in the Syrian 
government, policies favored by the French state. In British Mandate Palestine, the growth 
of the Armenian population in Jerusalem did not change the division of that city, whose 
Armenian quarter was a product of the Byzantine period. Still, it did buffer Armenians’ pres-
ence in the city in particular, and in Palestine in general.32 The arrival of more Armenians 
reinforced their authority over religious spaces, including in contentious holy sites such as 
the Church of the Holy Sepulchre and the Church of Nativity.33 Nevertheless, the presence 
and naturalization of Armenians, while used by some populations to claim authority and 
power, was neither encouraged nor welcomed by all. Tolerated at best, Lebanese newspapers 
and journals frequently ran cartoons depicting Armenians in an unfavorable light – as uned-
ucated, poor, and squalid.34

Since the mandate period, Armenians also constructed their own representations through 
the Armenian language press published in Lebanon and distributed throughout the Levant. 
Each newspaper and journal imagined a particular Armenian community in accordance with 
the ideology of the political party with which it was connected. Because these parties held 
rival political positions and differed in how they envisioned the Armenian national strug-
gle, their distribution resulted in the proliferation of different configurations of Armenian 
belonging, identity, and citizenship.35 The export of the Lebanese Armenian publications 
to communities in Syria, Palestine, and Jordan (countries that did not have local Armenian 
publications) privileged the Lebanese Armenian community, making it one of the principal 
architects of Armenian identity in the Middle East.

(Dis)United in Representation

On rare occasions, the Armenian press and associated political parties closed rank. An example 
was the 1946–49 repatriation movement, the organized population transfer of Armenians from 
around the world to the ASSR, one of 15 republics of the Soviet Union. Initially, all Armenian 
newspapers in the Middle East, and specifically in Lebanon, independent of their political per-
suasion, heralded the announcement as a “final homecoming.”36 Unsurprisingly, the newspaper 
of the Armenian communist party, Joghovurti Tzayn, was particularly eager and in particular 
thanked the USSR and its leader, “Father Stalin,” for facilitating this final and long-awaited 
return.37 The Socialist leaning Ararad of the Hunchak Party was similarly supportive.38 Aztag, 
the main newspaper of the rightist nationalist Dashnak party, while outlawed in the USSR, 
and Zartonk, the newspaper of the capitalist Ramgavar party, also strongly backed the project. 
While this may not be particularly surprising given the repatriation movement’s rhetoric of a 
final and long-awaited homecoming, it does demonstrate that occasionally Armenian national 
imagination trumped political ideology.39

Armenian political parties with competing ideologies were not the only ones to sup-
port the departure of Armenians to the ASSR. The Cilician See, too, backed the process, 
although the Soviet Union championed atheism, decried the dominant social system and 
opulence of the Armenian Orthodox Church, and criticized the faithful as ascribing to irra-
tional beliefs.40 This cooperation was so explicit that the Catholicos, or head of the Cilician 
See, boarded the first caravan that sailed from the Lebanese port of Qarantina filled with 
1,500 repatriates to offer his official religious blessing.41 Further, the Catholicosate of Cilicia 
was not the only Armenian religious institution that seemed to overlook the inconsistencies 
between its official dogma and the ideology of the ASSR. The Armenian Protestant Church 
also supported repatriation.42
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By the end of this population movement, in 1949, over 100,000 Armenians had voluntarily 
renounced their citizenship and elected to become Soviet Armenians.43 Many Armenian 
populations decreased throughout the world, most notably in South and Southeastern 
Europe (Romania, Bulgaria, and Greece) and the Middle East (Syria, Lebanon, Egypt, Iraq, 
Jordan, Palestine, and Iran).44 Smaller Armenian populations in the Middle East, like the 
communities of Egypt, Jordan, and Iraq, felt the decrease more than others.

Still, even in Syria and Lebanon, where a significant Armenian population remained, 
repatriation had far-reaching consequences. With the departure of Armenians from Lebanon 
and Syria, the political configuration of the Armenian community dramatically changed. 
Although repatriation initially enjoyed nearly universal support, those ideologically support-
ive of the Soviet Union were the first to depart en masse. Their exodus resulted in the con-
solidation of the right-wing Dashnak party’s political power in Lebanon and Syria and in the 
region at large. The Dashnaks categorically assumed a leadership role in the representation 
of the remaining Armenian population, and perhaps in an effort to distinguish itself from its 
rivals, intensified its anti-Soviet rhetoric.

Previous tensions and rivalries resurfaced and were refashioned by the Dashnak party 
to express doubt about the success of repatriation. Ramgavar, Hunchak, and Armenian 
Communist parties in turn voiced their mistrust of the Dashnak party. Soon, all sides 
were accusing each other of working against the Armenian nation and thwarting 
national aspirations. The press outlets of the Armenian Communist Party and the So-
cialist Hunchak Party accused the Dashnak Party of hindering the repatriation project by 
publishing inaccurate information on life in the ASSR and accused Dashnak supporters 
of treason. The Dashnak Party, on the other hand, went from actively supporting and 
covering the movement to charging its Armenian political party rivals of relinquish-
ing the dream of a Greater Armenia, one that would include the formerly Armenian-
inhabited areas of Turkey.

By 1949, with repatriation slowing down, Aztag became an ever more vocal opponent of 
the ASSR. This happened for two reasons. First, as fewer and fewer Armenians were inter-
ested in repatriation, Aztag could express its opposition to the ASSR more comfortably, as 
its readership were no longer engaged with the movement. Second, the most avid supporters 
of repatriation and Soviet Armenia had already departed Lebanon, allowing Aztag and the 
Dashnak Party to solidify their power over the remaining Armenian inhabitants of Lebanon 
and the region. After all, and not surprisingly, most repatriates were members and supporters 
of the communist, Hunchak, and Ramgavar Parties. This allowed the Dashnaks more effec-
tively to “represent” the remaining Armenian inhabitants.

Moreover, there was a transnational dimension to this competition over who represents 
the Armenian community’s interests best, that is, who could claim power and authority over 
its inhabitants. These Lebanese Armenian political parties, while confronting each other 
within the Lebanese domestic scene, reached Armenians far outside of the region, in Europe 
and North America, too. Armenian political parties considered themselves representatives of 
a larger (trans)national Armenian narrative – and Armenians used Lebanon as a site to define 
and articulate Armenian identification and belonging.

Post-Consolidation

With the end of repatriation, the Middle East became the core site of the articulation of 
the Dashnak Party’s understandings of Armenianness. And although one should be wary of 
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adopting the view that the global Armenian community became divided between supporters 
of Soviet Armenia and of the Dashnak Party, a few key events do reinforce this perspective, 
demonstrating the Dashnak Party’s prowess in the Middle East and beyond.

When in 1956, some contested the election of the Catholicos of the Cilician See, the 
result was the appointment of Zareh I, an anti-communist supported by the Dashnak Party. 
His success demonstrated the failure of the Catholicos of Echmiadzin, who flew to Beirut 
in an attempt to prevent his selection. Zareh’s consecration, after months of conflict, did not 
assuage the tension between Armenian political parties and community members. In fact, 
the rivalry among them only expanded, enveloping locations far outside of the region. In 
1957, a group of American-Armenians that had been prevented from attending the Arme-
nian Church in America since 1933, sought assistance from the Armenian Church in Leba-
non.45 They thereby rebelled against the authority of the Church in Echmiadzin, which, up 
to 1957, had been the only official religious authority over Armenian-American Churches. It 
also marked the arrival of the Cilician See in Lebanon, in the United States and Canada. The 
Lebanese-based institution utilized the excommunication of that group of U.S. Armenians, 
some twenty years earlier, to contest the sovereignty of the Armenian Church in Soviet 
Armenia and to assert its authority over communities in the United States and Canada.

Unsurprisingly, transnational spread of Armenian power struggles did not assuage the 
tension amongst Armenian political parties and their supporters in Lebanon. When civil strife 
broke out in Lebanon in 1958 over the question of a second (non-constitutional) term for then 
President Camille Chamoun, Armenian political rivals mirrored the conflict between the 
president’s supporters and opponents. The ensuing intra-Armenian fighting was prolonged, 
continuing even after the main Lebanese belligerents had laid down their arms. It ended 
only when the Lebanese Minister of Interior, Michel Eddé, intervened directly, successfully 
negotiating a cease-fire.46 Nevertheless, tension remained. In fact, the rivalry between the 
Armenian political parties only shifted, in Lebanon and the Middle East, as well as outside 
the region.

The tactics of the Dashnak Party, their supporters, and of other Armenian political 
parties again changed with the influx of Palestinian refugees in Lebanon and with the po-
liticization of the Palestinian struggle in the region after the Six-Day War of 1967.47 Power 
struggles and the question of support of, or opposition to, Soviet Armenia gave way to far 
more militarized activities. Targets now included Turkish consulates and diplomats. The 
activities of the PLO proved to be a new impetus for the articulation of Armenian belong-
ing and identification in the Middle East. As Palestinian militants ramped up their military 
resistance, many Armenians pushed for similar action. The formation the Armenian Secret 
Army for the Liberation of Armenia (ASALA) challenged Dashnak leadership and its rhet-
oric of armed struggle, pushing it to “respond” against both Turkish interests and ASALA’s 
challenge. Splinter movements within the Dashnak Party first created the Justice Comman-
dos of the Armenian Genocide, which was later replaced by the Armenian Revolutionary 
Army (ARA). In addition to carrying out violent “missions” against Turkish officials, they 
published their own set of press journals and enjoyed popularity from supporters of their 
cause. The Dashnak vs. Ramgavar / Hunchak rivalry started to give way to a competition 
between ASALA and ARA as the best defenders of the Armenian cause. Simultaneously, 
articulations of Armenianness in the Middle East continued, with the press remaining a 
preferred site for developing and testing contrasting Armenian identities. In fact, just like 
the established political parties, so the revolutionary groups had their own publications, for 
instance, ASALA’s Hayastan.
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Adaptive Articulation

By the mid-1980s, the targeting of Turkish officials and points of interest started to subside. 
Nevertheless, press outlets from a variety of organizations and political parties based in the 
Middle East continued to debate and fashion belonging for Armenians, locally, regionally, 
and transnationally. By 1988, the Kharabagh movement, the organized effort to sever this 
Armenian-inhabited mountainous region from the Azerbaijan Soviet Socialist Republic and 
attach it to the ASSR, provided an additional issue for the press to define one’s Armenian 
belonging.48 Armenians in the Middle East, most notably from Lebanon, not only went to 
Kharabagh to fight, but also used the armed struggle to express ideal Armenian behavior and 
actions.49 In addition, many periodicals combined former Armenian identity articulations 
and power struggles to link past and present. The press, along with these varies articulations, 
is ensuring that the Middle East generally, and Lebanon more specifically, continues as a site 
to form and fashion the meanings and identifications of Armenians locally, regionally, and 
transnationally.

Conclusion

How Armenian belonging is articulated has continued to change, depending on the given 
political moment. Some articulations, such as the repatriation movement, highlighted 
Armenians’ minority standing. After all, its popularity must be attributed in some form to a 
collective sense that Soviet Armenia was indeed a homeland for Armenians worldwide. The 
decision of over 100,000 Armenians to repatriate also recognized their (former) presence 
as diasporic Armenians, indicating a minority status and a dependence on a host society. 
Nevertheless, repatriation simultaneously demonstrated how deeply Armenians are involved 
in the Middle East. Many stayed and used repatriation to gauge their Armenian rivals’ sense 
of loyalty not only to the Armenian nation but also to the respective nation-state. In this 
way, repatriation was but one way for Middle Eastern Armenians to articulate belonging 
and identity. When Armenians are understood exclusively as minority members, and solely 
as Armenian Genocide survivors or its remnants, their continued everyday presence and ac-
tivity go unnoticed, reinforcing their status as a minority. This tautological reasoning limits 
how we can engage with the Middle East’s varied inhabitants.

On a final note, it bears mentioning that some moments and sites articulating Armenian 
identity that have been mentioned in this chapter have resurfaced in recent years. This 
demonstrates their adaptability. The Karabagh movement flared up again to express 
Armenian belonging in the Middle East in 2016. In the Armenian-populated neighborhood 
of Bourj Hamoud, just north of Beirut, Armenian and English language graffiti in support 
of Armenian forces in Karabagh have proliferated. There also have been fund-raising rallies/
concerts in Bourj Hamoud in support of Armenian forces in Karabagh.50 The hashtag “#art-
sakhstrong” has been used to gather Armenians worldwide virtually, too; thus, it was flashed 
from the monitors at Boston Garden during a Celtics basketball game.51 
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