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Abstract

Syrian refugees from the war which has been waging since 2011 now number
more than 6.4 million. Of these, an estimated 24,000 Syrians of ethnic
Armenian origin have arrived in the Republic of Armenia since 2011.
Government sources estimate the number of those who have stayed to number
around 14,000. Some have moved to other destinations perceived to hold
better prospects, whether temporarily or with a view to stay permanently;
others have returned to rebuild their lives in Syria. In mapping these
multidirectional movements, it is apparent that Syrian Armenians” encounter
with Armenia is a process of continuous negotiation — Armenia is alternately
a site of refuge, a historic or potential homeland, and a temporary transit.
While previous studies have acknowledged the economic, social, and political
challenges of settling in Armenia, the 2020 war in Artsakh/Nagorno Karabakh
and its continuing reverberations at both the local and the wider geopolitical
levels add a layer of critical precarity that is qualitatively different. This article
argues that the 2020 war and its continuing violences have rendered Armenia
a precarious homeland for Syrian Armenian refugees. Such precarity
potentially jeopardizes the intentionality of many Syrian Armenians to stay in
Armenia.
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INTRODUCTION!

The past was nice. We used to socialize and work with
Armenians in Syria. The same here, just the opportunities are
not so much. It is only Yerevan that is more or less active. I
cannot predict anything for the future because the world is not
stable and everything could happen tomorrow.

The past was more certain, I knew what I (was) going to do in
every phase of my life, but now everything is unpredictable. I
want my future to be like my past in Syria and I am doing
everything for it.

The past and the present are similar: there was a war in the past
and there is a war in the present. I do not know what will be in
the future, but I wish there was peace.2

These three young voices reflect the Syrian Armenian experience of
displacement, moving from their generations-long homes in war-torn
Syria to an embattled Armenia. While Syria is considered devastated,
the process of homemaking in Armenia is far from certain or secure.
The 2020 war in Nagorno-Karabakh (also known by Armenians as
Artsakh) may have “ended” but it was by no means “over,” as it cast
long shadows and fueled a deep-seated sense of insecurity among all
Armenians in Armenia.

On 27 September 2020, Azerbaijan waged war on Nagorno-
Karabakh, resulting in over 7,000 deaths, and ending six weeks later by
a ceasefire brokered by Russia. On 9 November 2020, Armenia,
Azerbaijan, and Russia signed a statement that gave Azerbaijan control
over the parts of Nagorno-Karabakh it captured during the war, as well
as seven adjacent territories. In this period, almost 100,000 Armenians
from Karabakh were forcefully displaced to Armenia and relegated to
a “refugee-like”3 situation. Of these, about 40,000 never returned. From
December 2022 the population of 120,000 living in the truncated
Karabakh were subjected to a slow death via Azerbaijan’s nine-month-
long aid blockade, which prevented even the International Committee
of the Red Cross from entering via the Lachin Corridor, its only
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connection to Armenia (and the world).*This escalating humanitarian
crisis left Armenians fearful of an imminent existential catastrophe and
in a heightened state of anxiety.> Azerbaijan launched an all-out
military offensive on Karabakh on 19 September 2023, leading almost
the entire beleaguered population to flee for their lives to the Republic
of Armenia.® Nagorno-Karabakh, an Armenian home for more than
two millennia, is now in the hands of Azerbaijan; Karabakh's
Armenian presence and future has been wiped out,? alongside a
continuous erasure of its Armenian past® and ceaseless threats to the
integrity of Armenia’s borders.?

With the influx of 150,000 Nagorno-Karabakh Armenians, one
in 20 people of the 3 million population of Armenia is now a refugee
from Artsakh 10 and Armenia faces immense challenges in
accommodating them.! While the focus is understandably on this
urgent situation, the 2020 war’s impact and continuing aftermath on
other refugees and migrants in Armenia have been relatively sidelined.
Though originating from distinct situations, Syrian Armenian and
Karabakh Armenian refugees share the experience of war, forced
displacement, loss, and trauma. While recognizing their differences, it
is worthwhile to ask how one war’s reverberations impact another
war’s victims, in their new shared space, particularly as that potential
homeland is also in a precarious situation. This article focuses on the
impact of the 2020 war on Syrian Armenians in Armenia and was
written before the complete loss and “death” of Nagorno-Karabakh?2
in 2023.

Syrian refugees from the war which has been waging since 2011
now number more than 6.4 million.?? Of these, an estimated 24,000
Syrians of ethnic Armenian origin have arrived in the Republic of
Armenia since 2011. The Government and the local UNHCR office
(United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees) estimate those who
have stayed to number around 14,000.14 Some have moved to other
destinations perceived to hold more prospects, whether temporarily or
with a view to stay permanently, whereas some have returned to
rebuild Syria. In mapping these multidirectional movements, it is clear
that Syrian Armenians’ encounter with Armenia is a process of
constant negotiation — Armenia is alternately a site of refuge, a historic
or potential homeland, and a temporary transit. Local, diasporan, and
international actors, their remits and agendas, all play a role, but it is
the individual, an active agent in negotiating their trajectory, that must
be continuously re-centered to counter regimes,15 narratives, and
structures that have flattened, reduced, and silenced.¢ Elsewhere I
have suggested the need for a broader conceptualization of the Middle
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East “as a transnational terrain that includes the Republic of Armenia
and is a vibrant site of diasporan life.”17 By thinking transnationally
rather than through the prism of “methodological nationalism,”18 we
are able to engage with the everyday realities of people’s movements
and trajectories without assuming sedentariness, permanence, or
homogeneity. We also liberate migration (forced and voluntary) from
judgment, recognizing that people move, sometimes multiple times, in
response to different pressures, and have always done so.

Most Syrian arrivals in Armenia are ethnically Armenian,
descended from Ottoman Armenians, making them both familiar and
foreign to Armenia and to local Armenians (Hayastansis). Armenia is
the remnant site of eastern Armenia, and as the Armenian state, it can
lay claim to western Armenians from the former Ottoman lands.
Eastern and western Armenia—the former influenced by Ottoman
(and Arab) culture, the latter by Russian and Persian—were
differentiated by language and culture more broadly. The Syrian
Armenian culture is typical of Middle Eastern Armenianness and the
western, established diaspora more widely; most members of these
communities trace their roots to the 1915-1923 genocide perpetrated by
the Young Turks and their ancestral homes in Ottoman Armenia.’® As
such, the Syrian Armenians’ encounter with Armenia is a meeting
between western and eastern Armenian experience, to put it
reductively. Obviously, the past three decades have meant that these
two broad “types” of Armenian experience have become better
acquainted. Nonetheless, there is a common feeling that there exists a
mutual ignorance—local Armenians (Hayastanis) ignorant of the
western diaspora experience, and the diaspora ignorant of the Soviet
experience and legacies that have shaped contemporary Armenian
society. One Syrian respondent who moved to Armenia as a child in
the late 1990s noted the recent change:

When I was growing up here, the local Armenians spoke about
diaspora but they didn’t really understand what it really meant
... what it’s like to be a diasporan Armenian. They had some
ideas. They could ask you, where are your ancestors from? . . .
But they would never understand what it’s like to live in
another country and be a minority there. And this connection
was resolved by modern day technology. Now that you have
Facebook, WhatsApp, Instagram, Snapchat, whatever, all these
social media platforms, it’s easier for them to connect and see
what it’s like, to hear stories on a more regular and fresh basis,
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as opposed to generationally —grandpa tells it to the son, the
son tells it to the grandkid and stuff like that.20

For many Syrian Armenians, being in Armenia is not a comfortable or
easy position, as they are caught between the home of attachment
(Syria) and the new potential home of “emplacement” that results from
forced migration. Nina Glick Schiller and Ayse Caglar’s definition of
emplacement as “the social processes through which a dispossessed
individual builds or rebuilds networks of connection within the
constraints and opportunities of a specific city”2! is a good way of
conceptualizing their situation. While the state frames Syrian
Armenian arrivals as a “homecoming,” this is rarely the narrative of
the Syrians themselves whose arrival has been precipitated by war and
carried varying degrees of choice. In my own work I have introduced
the concept of Armenia as “step-homeland” for contemporary western
diasporans encapsulating

a situation where two entities that are not related by descent are
forced into a familial relationship by external forces; that is, it is
not a naturally occurring relationship but one that is forged
through circumstances. The sense of step-ness also carries with
it connotations of difficulty and a need for adjustment by both
parties.22

As a study of “emplacement” and its more personal “home-making,”23
the Syrian Armenian case has many layers. While previous studies
have acknowledged the economic, social, and political challenges of
settling in Armenia, the 2020 war in Artsakh/Nagorno-Karabakh and
its continuing reverberations at both the local and the wider
geopolitical levels add a layer of critical precarity that is qualitatively
different. Such precarity jeopardizes the intentionality of many Syrian
Armenians to stay in Armenia.2*

This article builds on the literature on the role of a diaspora
“homeland,” in claiming diasporans as part of its nation-building
process, and in offering sanctuary and protection in times of new and
ongoing crisis. In this extraordinary case, diasporans have been
forcefully displaced from (an actively constructed, rooted, and
nurtured) home in diaspora and compelled to take refuge in a relatively
unfamiliar “step-homeland,” one which is neither stable nor secure.
The case of Syrian Armenians is disruptive to prevailing linear notions
of home, homeland, nation, and diaspora. It invites us to engage more
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substantially with the nuances and complexities of multilayered
identities reconfigured through wars and continuing precarity.

FRAMING AND APPROACH

This research is situated within the conceptual concerns of
contemporary diaspora studies, and refugee and migration studies,
connected through wider questions about homes and homelands,
displacement, and belonging. The analytical framework and the
ethnographic approach are influenced by interdisciplinary scholarship
spanning the humanities and social sciences. The wider project that this
article draws from uses mixed methods methodologies. 25 The
quantitative research is grounded in a range of surveys, the results of
which fall outside the remit of this article and expertise of this author.26
The qualitative dimension of this research project was based on
interviews with young (aged 20-39) individuals from Syria, Iran,
Russia, Lebanon, and Artsakh; local Armenians; and focus groups
comprised of all these constituencies in 2021-22. In this article, I focus
only on the Syrians in Yerevan, the capital city of Armenia. In addition,
in May 2022, the project conducted several interviews with diasporans
from Europe and the Middle East who were living in Armenia
temporarily, as well as with a range of stakeholders, academics,
experts, and state and civil society actors working with migrants and
refugees. This article draws upon four different focus groups
conducted with young Syrian Armenians,?” as well as interviews with
stakeholders and experts.28 Apart from when individuals speak in their
official capacity, all interviews and focus groups were anonymized.?
This article applies the “thick description”30 interpretation to fieldwork
findings. In addition, I draw from insights, interviews, and
observation-participation from my earlier period of fieldwork in
Armenia in November 2016.

The process of creative collaboration with a team of sociologists
made this a dynamic research experience: the methodology and
analysis reflect this spirit. While writing remains a solitary process, I
remain in constant conversation (in my head, online, and in person)
with both my interlocutors and colleagues in Armenia to whom I am
most grateful, and my Stirling colleagues who were thoughtfully
engaged throughout. As a diasporan British Armenian originally from
Cyprus, I had to exercise self-reflexivity throughout the project. My
positionality helped me connect with other diasporans, including
Syrians, as I speak western Armenian and lived in the Middle East for
many years. This was less the case when meeting with local
Armenians —in some cases I felt it was somewhat of a barrier and a
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hindrance. Certainly, preconceptions abound in all such fieldwork, and
I acknowledge my subjectivity in these encounters and my complicated
insider/outsider liminality.

This article draws upon the qualitative findings of the research
project and situates itself in the body of work that recognizes that
refugees/migrants/displaced (however they see themselves) are the
best articulators of their paths, however limited their parameters might
be. This people-centered approach relies on interviews, conversations,
and biographical reflection in order to critically engage with and
understand trajectories that are often contradictory, ambivalent, and
shifting. Interviews and focus groups also allow the subject to self-
reflect and establish narrative authority over their past, present, and
future. As Elena Fiddian-Qasmiyeh reminds us, “People who are
involved in diverse migratory processes conceptualize their own
situations, positions, and responses as everyday theorists rather than
as providers of ‘data” to be analyzed to provide the materials for
conceptual and theoretical scholarship.”3!

This ethnographically informed paper offers a “way in” to give
platform to the experiences and trajectories of those who are more often
objects rather than subjects of their plights. The abundant use of direct
recorded/transcribed quotes from the respondents aims to make them
present and active, not only so we hear their voices but also listen to
what they say. Alongside recorded interviews and more casual
meetings, fieldwork in Armenia was ethnography of the “deep
hanging out” 32 kind. This included frequenting Syrian spaces—
restaurants, shops, market stalls —as well as striking up conversations
naturally when the opportunity presented itself. Elsewhere I have
written about how Levantine restaurants are sites of
“diasporisation” —“spaces where locals and diasporans partake in a
more inclusive and expansive Armenian identity.”33 For Syrians they
are also the sites where diaspora identities are being professed,
performed, and validated. In the familiarity of the food, the music, the
western Armenian language, the pictures and symbols, smells and
tastes of Syrian Armenian life, in the company of other (Syrian)
Armenians, Syrians are retrieving a lost home, remembering and
reconstructing its comforts amid precarity. In the new homeland,
diaspora identities are being reinterpreted and transmitted.

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

Armenian Syria
Armenian life in Syria can be traced back centuries, but the modern
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community is mostly composed of genocide survivors from 1915
onwards.3* Aleppo was a hub in this period, and a site of relief and
rescue. The mandate authorities estimated that by 1923 over 200,000
Armenians had passed through Aleppo;3> orphanages and camps were
set up throughout the Middle East for the Armenian survivors.
Another distinct wave of arrivals followed after the French ceded the
province of Alexandretta to Turkey in 1938, leading 40,000 Armenians
from Cilicia to flee to Syria and Lebanon. By 1946 refugee camps had
become Armenian neighborhoods; Cilician/Ottoman Armenia was
“reconstructed” in Syria and Lebanon.3¢

Initially Armenian refugees faced some hostility and attack by
the local population and by Syrian nationalists. 3”7 The established
wealthy Armenian community Arman al-Qadim (Old Armenians) that
had grown in Aleppo were initially lukewarm in their reception of
these desperate co-ethnics, fearing the impact it would have on their
own status.3® Once it was clear that the refugees were there to recover
and rebuild, things calmed down on all fronts. In time the refugee
Armenians became integrated and even admired as an exemplary
minority community. Historians have written vividly about the
survival, resilience, and renaissance of this community as a
“transformation from abject poverty into an urban proto-middle
class,”3? as well as about the role they played in defining the contours
of the Syrian nation and state, ¥ and the birth of modern
humanitarianism.*!

The Armenians were concentrated in Aleppo, with smaller
communities in Damascus, Jarablus, Der Zor, Qamishli, Latakia, Homs,
Hama, and Kessab. Numbering 125,000 in 1946 when Syria gained
independence, the community peaked at 150,000 in the 1960s.42 The
1950s-70s in Syria was a period of pressure on many fronts, leading to
a general decline and continuous emigration.#> Hratch Tchilingirian,
using local church sources alongside publications by historians,
estimates that the 150,000 peak held until 1975, with a steady decline
such that the population was 70,000 in 2003 and dropped to 35,000 in
2020.4¢ Some of the latter figures are likely to include those who are
living transnational lives between Syria and Armenia.

The Syrian Experience of Armenia

Before the 2020 Artsakh war, the Syrians were the latest significant
wave of displaced ethnic Armenians forced to take refuge in Armenia
due to war in their home countries. Prior arrivals include Iraqi, Iranian,
and Lebanese Armenians, and the Armenians from Azerbaijan in the
late ‘80s and early “90s. It is important to differentiate between groups
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of refugee and migrant arrivals, as the idea that they are all Armenian
of some description and therefore can smoothly slot into the Republic
of Armenia is far from the case. It also risks homogenizing very diverse
constituencies, most of whom are very aware of the intra-diaspora
differences in their everyday interactions and their sense of self. This
labeling/identification within the Armenian diaspora persists,
reflecting people’s layered identities and multiple attachments, but
also because each of these diaspora identities —for example, Syriahay
(Syrian), more particularly, Haleptsi (Allepine) or Kessabtsi (from
Kessab), and Lipanahay (Lebanese), more particularly Beiruitsi (from
Beirut) or Anjartsi (from Anjar) —carries with it cultural connotations
and historic reverberations that most other diasporans are familiar
with. It is a shorthand way of introducing oneself as it presents one’s
ancestral path and collective story, and also acts as a way of connection
and mutual recognition within the wider Armenian collectivity.

Decades earlier, Syrians were a substantial component of the
“nerkaght” (gathering in) “repatriation” program of Soviet Armenia
from the 1920s to the 1960s (mostly in the period June 1946 to December
1947), as the Soviet authorities and some diaspora organizations tried
to promote Armenia as a homeland for all Armenians, and also
destabilize the diaspora.#> The move from diaspora to “homeland” was
traumatic and disappointing for many of these migrants, such that
many of them “returned” to the diaspora when they could. Following
the collapse of the Soviet Union, Armenia has sought to actively build
relations with the diaspora and rebrand itself as a “homeland” for
diasporans.46 From the late 1990s there has been a small-scale trend of
diasporan Armenians forging connections with Armenia—for
business, study, philanthropy, and as visitors and residents of varying
terms. This included Syrians “trying out” living in Armenia, living “in
between” the two homes, exploring options, and planning to stay
longer term depending on opportunities.4” So when the civil war broke
out, some Syrian Armenians had already established connections with
Armenia and thus were able to mobilize and build on these.

The contemporary Syrian experience in Armenia is a varied
one, encompassing a range of experiences differentiated by factors
including: wealth and means; date and manner of arrival; class and
connections; and educational and professional background. All this
constructs a multilayered experience, interpreted variously as exile,
displacement, migration, or homecoming by the Syrians themselves,
the state and non-state actors, and local population. The Syrian
Armenians have been the object of some interest in the academy, the
media, and in policy work, such that there is a burgeoning literature
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since 2011. The unusual situation of being an ethnic Armenian refugee
in Armenia has been widely discussed, especially as to whether they
are considered migrants, refugees, repatriates, or diasporan
returnees.*8 There is more interest in the Syrian arrivals than there has
been in previous waves of arrivals; this heightened interest reflects the
widespread perception in Armenia that the state and civil society have
supported Syrians more than other arrivals, particularly those from
Artsakh who have been relatively neglected for decades. Themes range
from the role of the state in the political, economic, and social
integration of Syrian Armenians;#’ the communication problems of
eastern and western Armenian;5° their “social alienation”;5! what role
the church plays; 52 the role of civil society actors; 5 and their
contribution to Armenian cuisine and food industry.54

This article seeks to add to this body of work by looking at the
impact that the 2020 war and its continuing reverberations have on the
Syrian Armenians. It engages specifically with Armenia as a precarious
homeland and seeks to situate this particular case of displacement and
emplacement within the wider grassroots cosmopolitanism of the
Yerevan urban landscape and broader geopolitical precarities.

THE “GLOBAL EAST,” “URBAN SOCIABILITIES,” AND
INTERSECTIONS

The Armenian case study’s wider importance is its contribution to the
neglected study of what Martin Miiller calls “the East,” defined as “a
predicament of being not so much on the margins as in the interstices
between North and South.”> In this category, Miiller places “most
societies of Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union” characterized
by a

liminality that makes debates on the Global North and Global
South pass by the East: not out of spite, but because the East
does not fit . . . included neither in the North nor in the South,
stuck in stasis, the East has disappeared from ‘the global’ at
large.>¢

Miiller's argument clearly applies to the Armenian case. The
marginality of Armenian studies in the academy broadly, in traditional
area studies and Middle East studies specifically, 57 reflects its
peripherality (if not complete absence) in global media attention, even
at times of existential crisis.5® Miiller urges us to put “the East back on
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the map of knowledge production” by rebranding it the “Global East,”
different from, yet connected to, the rest of the world” not just as

an important epistemic move for people who live in the Global
East, valorising the distinctiveness and connectedness of their
experience, and for scholars who work on the Global East, who
are often at a loss as to how to position their subject in global
scholarship that partitions the world into North and South.5°

This article seeks to respond to Miiller’s call by focusing on a little-
studied case with transnational and international relevance. The lens of
the “Global East” helps us approach the Armenian terrain with a
decentered gaze. The political and epistemic project of the “Global
East” is not just to make connections and engage with it on its own
terms, but to recognize its rich and nuanced connectivities and
intersections, some familiar, others unexpected. In the following brief
ethnographic description, I will draw out these burgeoning “urban
sociabilities,” as defined by Glick Schiller and Caglar, as “sociabilities
of emplacement because they bring together migrant newcomers and
local people who together build aspects of their social belonging to the
city.”e0

For example, take the surprising cosmopolitanism of bars,
restaurants, and cafes in Yerevan, where multiple languages are heard.
Every resident is at least bilingual, whether local or migrant. One
memorable late night we found ourselves in a busy underground bar
with groups of Russians, Armenians, diasporan Armenians,
Armenians from Russia and Ukraine, and others. Russian, Armenian,
French, Greek, and English pop tunes play, loudly accompanied by
whichever constituency knows the language, cheered on by the rest of
the bar. There is an initial wariness, a sizing up of other groups, which
melts into a collective relief and therapeutic release that permeates a
growing comradely atmosphere. Everyone is merry but few are drunk.
Smoking outside facilitates friendly introductions and conversations.
The atmosphere is inclusive, but there is little mingling between
groups, each of which is united by their particular shared background.
Many of these Yerevan bars and cafes remind me of hipster bars in
Beirut, with the clientele and servers sharing the same style and youth
culture.

That multiple groups coexist with a degree of mutual
familiarity and ease in Yerevan is unsurprising as there are several
common intersections between groups. In this space I identify four.
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Firstly, the shared Soviet past and the Russian culture/language is a
strong foundational layer of the Armenian landscape. Being
historically part of the same Soviet family (albeit with much variation
and inequalities within) has left Russian as lingua franca as well as
what western diasporans (sometimes disparagingly) call a
“Russian/Soviet mentality,” which also connotes shared sensibilities
and common outlooks and perspectives. The Russian language
pervades the city, regularly found on menus and signage, usually
along with English, occasionally Farsi, ¢! or Arabic. A second clear line
of connectivity is Armenianness; whether one is from the diaspora,
western or eastern (Iranian, Russian, Ukrainian), or local, there is a
mutual recognition and understanding. In particular, the French and
the Uruguayan Armenian share a common diaspora sensibility
regardless of other differences. Thirdly, the experience of migration,
understood as taking the decision to leave your home and settle in
Yerevan as a choice, facilitates intersectional bonds between groups.
This shared reference point creates a common urban sociability that
encourages understanding to develop among seemingly disparate
groups of arrivals, acquainted by their migrant experience. So, the
Indian medical student and the Iranian businessman are united in
wanting to improve their lives and those of their families. Fourthly, the
connecting line of the refugee/displaced experience is a distinct one.
The displaced from Artsakh or the refugee from the war in Syria are
qualitatively different from migrants and newcomers from Russia or
Iran, many of whom (but by no means all) are relatively privileged and
have the means to sustain middle-/upper-class lives in Yerevan, and
the right to return home.

These crisscrossing lines of connectivity can emerge at different
points and are situational, with one being more pronounced than
another at different times. Together they foster everyday interactions
and relationships and facilitate urban sociability between newcomer
communities to Yerevan and locals. They help create narratives and
spaces for them to feel at home, navigate, and claim space in the city
while also transforming it through their active presence and
engagement.®2 Gradually the intersectional spaces are widened such
that that borders seem less apparent:

When we arrived Syrian and Armenian people looked very
different and one could say that this is a local and this is from
Syria. Now they look very similar. Sometimes I see a person
and think he/she is Syrian, but then it turns out that he/she is
a local.
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I change my dialect in the stores because sellers do not
understand me well, I have to repeat several times. Thus, I
prefer to change my dialect. In taxis, I pretend that I am local,
otherwise a taxi driver will take more money. Not always, but
sometimes they believe that I am local.

Living in Armenia has opened, broadened my worldview,
expanded it. It's given me the idea that I can expand the idea of
home.®

The physical urban landscape of Yerevan is dotted with artwork,
statues, murals, sculptures, and historical monuments. Street art, a
common feature throughout the city, demonstrates the reclaiming of
public spaces particularly since the Velvet Revolution of 2018. The
recent war has added another layer to these political expressions,®4
with murals and memorials of young dead soldiers emblazoned on
walls in both prominent and unexpected places.®> Commemorated as
heroes, some of the dead are now icons of the Armenian cumulative
trauma, ¢ representing yet another generation lost and maimed by
war,%” and the quashing of lives that had barely begun before being
brutally cut short. It is impossible not to be moved by the faces of these
young men, many still teenagers, and by a society that displays them
so prominently. One wonders whether the trauma is re-lived or
processed through these everyday symbols. At Yerevan State
University, where we met with our project partners, pictures of dead
students adorn the classroom as a daily quasi-religious
memorialization. ¢ At the much smaller American University of
Armenia, scholarships have been created to honor their seven dead
students.®® Whenever a conversation turns to the war, the brokenness
of this small society is raw —it is rare for someone not to be connected
in some way to one of the dead. The faces, bodies, and lives wrecked
by war are all too present throughout the city. Away from the liveliness
and revelry of the center, the underlying mood of the city is somber
and the spirit is heavy; there is discernible a sense of loss and of
foreboding that infuses the collective effort to look forward and build
ahead. There are Armenian and Artsakh flags everywhere.

This atmosphere is exacerbated by the daily anti-government
demonstrations throughout the country, continuing in the wake of the
government’s capitulation and the humiliating end to the 44-Day War,
which left thousands dead and injured, tens of thousands displaced,
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and the country in uproar and upheaval. The political maneuverings
and debates extend transnationally and lie beyond the scope of this
article. 70 Nonetheless, the government has not toppled. 7% The
demonstrations we witness are generally peaceful and well-organized,
and are impressive in terms of oratory, music, banners, and signs, and
in diversity of constituents. There is a strong police presence, but they
did not seem to carry weapons and there is no coercion or intimidation
on display. The demonstration culture has strong roots —once these
protests fizzle out, protests against the blockade of Artsakh by
Azerbaijan take place throughout the country.

The presence of the displaced from Artsakh on the busy streets
(some begging) and camped out in Opera Square in tents that bear the
names of their lost villages are a poignant reminder of how the war has
devastated a population that was already struggling. In the square,
people are reluctant to converse with us, understandably suspicious
about who we are and whose interests we serve. We are directed to the
tent of a mayor of one of the displaced villages, who wearily explains
the villagers” desperate plight. The sense of residual hope dying out is
palpable as is our feebleness in offering any reassuring words. The war
may be over, but its devastation continues and takes different forms.

Alongside the embodiments of the war, there are buskers on the
streets; the cafes, restaurants, and bars are doing a brisk trade. The
opera house is full; we struggle to get tickets for a show. As Armenia
has not banned Russian artists like some other countries, many
Russians artists are scheduling engagements in Armenia, which has a
vibrant artistic and cultural scene. One European NGO worker tells me
that he is enjoying world class performances for a fraction of the price
as compared with venues outside Armenia, and is at a concert, ballet,
or opera almost every night.

Since the war in Ukraine, Armenia has been the recipient of
both Russians and Ukrainians, 72 some of whom have Armenian
backgrounds or connections. It is important not to homogenize these
groups, as identities are complicated and in practice do not fall easily
into fixed categories. Families are often mixed ethnically/religiously.
One of the many casualties of the war is that there is little space for
nuance and subtleties, which are the reality of many people’s identities.
As a“safe haven,”7> Armenia, similar to other post-Soviet republics like
Georgia and other countries that do not require Russians to acquire an
entry visa, has proved a good alternative base for Russians and Russian
businesses that relocate to avoid sanctions. The presence of a historic
Russian community in Armenia,’* centuries of entangled lives and
culture, ease of access and proximity to Russia, and relative
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affordability makes Armenia an attractive option for Russians
protesting and fleeing the war and the sanctions.”> Many of them live
as digital nomads and have found in Yerevan a safe and easy place to
move to, or have found jobs in the “post-Soviet Silicon valley.” 76
“Everyone speaks Russian,” one young Russian woman tells us at a
bar. Having relocated on her own, she is arranging for her husband and
child to join her, and says they are considering staying long term, as
she feels at home “but safe and better.”

“Relocant” 77 is the term of choice for Russians migrants to
describe their situation, implying a move that is relatively smooth and
temporary. Although it is the wealthier that are most obvious in the
Yerevan urban landscape, often made visible through conspicuous
consumption in restaurants, shops, cafes, and bars, there are also many
Russians who are working in low paid jobs in the services and
hospitality industry. The Russian-Armenian encounter is inevitably
imbued with post-imperial and post-colonial subtexts. Maria Gunko, a
“semi-voluntary participant-observer” of the Russian migration to
Armenia identifies three types of imperial gazes among them: “the
Moscow gaze, the gaze of a griever and the gaze of a giver,” saying that

these gazes are defined not only by the historical relations
between Russia and Armenia, but also by the global reordering
that is in-the-making, the personal characteristics of relocates,
and their self-perception. The latter range from the neutral “(e)

migrants” to “expats”, “political emigrants”, and “refugees”,
signifying starkly different power dynamics.”

The Russians are blamed for rents shooting up throughout Yerevan
and pricing out locals and migrants alike.” However, it is important to
note that, like the other groups, the Russians are also a diverse group
along the lines of class and means, and sometimes revered, resented, or
appreciated as adding cosmopolitanism to a small, relatively
homogeneous society, and therefore broadening perspectives and
attitudes. The Director of Pink Armenia, the community-based LGBTQ
organization,® tells us that seeing Russians and Armenian diasporans
coding as queer, “with colorful hair, a lot of piercings, and kind of this
is seen as okay . .. is accepted as they are foreigners, and even if they
are LGBTQ, it’s (considered) okay because one day they will leave this
country.” He is “optimistic” that
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when people see different styles, see different faces, identities,
it will probably also change them . . . so I think it will have some
positive influence on our society. The way that Diaspora
Armenians are coming to Armenia during the summer a lot, so
there are a lot of faces, a lot of people, that is also making
changes. It doesn’t matter that for example some of them really
have these nationalistic views and conservative views, but at
least their appearance is different ... that can make a
difference.5!

Students and businessmen from India make up another distinct group
of newcomers, already well established with networks and spaces of
socialization. Armenians are grateful for the support of Indias? and the
local community in Yerevan during the war, as signified by one Indian
restaurateur organizing food deliveries for the displaced.8 Indian
tourism is also on the rise. Despite a few reports of racism, the Indian
population of Armenia is increasing, together with their potential
impact and importance as part of the country.

CAUGHT BETWEEN INTENTIONALITY AND PRECARITY
Research on societies in the context of a recent war and continuing
precarity is by nature limited and inconclusive. This analysis focuses
on several themes that emerged from the findings of the fieldwork and
seeks to capture the complexities of an unstable situation, where
positions are in flux, that responds to changing geopolitical and local
circumstances.

While many Syrians seem settled, the Artsakh war has raised
questions about their plans to stay in Armenia. Respondents looked
back on the decision to make a life in Armenia, while questioning its
viability in a climate of insecurity. When reflecting on the temporal, the
recent war featured highly in responses.

The past was nice. The present is not bad, and the future is
blurred.

Yes, the past was fine. I am not sure about the present, but I
hope the future will be nice.

The past was amazing. We were adapted to our city, to our
neighbors, and our life. We are trying to create the same here,
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but there is a lot of work we need to do. About the future .. .1
have no idea about the future. I wish it was like my past, but if
there is another war . . . I do not know .8

For some, the uncertainty of the war has led to a sense that their own
life decisions are also out of their hands:

It is easy to imagine that I will live here, but it is also easy to
imagine that I will live in another place. I want to live here, but
maybe life will push me to move to another place.

A diasporan consultant who has worked on projects in Armenia for
many years said that the war had precipitated the widespread sense
that “opportunities in the country are diminishing” and that that many
Syrians, who had hitherto been quite settled, are “disillusioned” and
reconsidering their positions. Interviews with students at the American
University of Armenia confirm that the war has been a traumatic
experience that will likely alter their physical trajectories:

I know so many people who actually want to leave Armenia
afterwards (university). And it’s mostly concern from ... the
recent war that happened in Artsakh, and they’re afraid it’s
going to happen again or something big is going to happen. So
they’re just preparing, so like okay after university I'm going to
leave, there are many people like that right now.85

The war has taken “a huge toll” on so many of the students: “after that,
you know, it just didn’t feel the same.” The optimism of the Velvet
Revolution of 2018 has been quashed by the war and replaced by a
sense of hopelessness as well as existential crisis:

People here were very hopeful before the war, like there was
gonna be so many changes to Armenian society, the way things
are over here, after the war it just feels like everybody is gone,
especially if I'm talking about Armenian society as a whole, I
would say people have gone careless. If you can see now there
are a lot of sports cars on the streets, right now. This is because
people are so careless to the point they’re like “okay I'm going
to spend my money like there’s no tomorrow,” stuff like that.
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... People have grown this attitude of “who cares what’s going
to happen anymore,” like we're all going to die in the end.

Youth who have options (more than Armenian citizenship, etc.) or are
financially secure/privileged are weighing the possibilities of moving
somewhere safer that could offer them a more stable life and better
long-term prospects, regardless of any commitment or attachment to
Armenia. A common refrain was:

We just need peace here. The war is the reason that people want
to leave the country. Otherwise, I can spend the rest of my life
here.86

Many respondents cited difficulties in finding decent jobs and being
able to make a sustainable living. The demands of everyday life are
pressing concerns in determining long-term plans, regardless of the
intention to stay:

I think I will stay here if I have a job and can earn a living.
Otherwise, maybe I will think about moving abroad.

If there is a job, everything will be fine. We just need a job,
because we need to pay for a house.

The influx of displaced/refugees from Artsakh and arrivals from
Russia and Ukraine have impacted what is a small economy. Coupled
with the threat of another war and political situation, this feeling of
instability has a detrimental effect on both physical and mental
survival, as well as a sense of agency over the future:

Many people from Artsakh moved to Armenia, the number of
jobs decreased, the prices increased. We do not know what the
future will bring.

The war influenced us very much. First of all, so many people
died. In the future, I hope there will not be war anymore. We
are worried about our children. Yes, I would agree that the
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number of jobs decreased. I hope there will not be a war and
Armenia will be able to develop.

The theme of basic struggle was echoed by many respondents. A
number of organizations are engaged with helping newcomers to settle
into Armenia, in practical ways.8” Repat Armenia has been leading the
way for years, helping “repats” (mostly ethnic Armenians from other
countries) in every stage of moving to and settling in Armenia.s8 A
major focus is helping them find jobs and connecting them to potential
employers and business opportunities. Until the Russian invasion of
Ukraine, the prime beneficiaries had been Syrians from the civil war,
whereas the most recent mass “repats” are from Russia. 8 In
comparison, Syrians find it harder to find good employment and
integrate—not knowing Russian, coming from a non-Soviet
background and culture—and are not as familiar or understood by
locals:

When we arrived people called us Arabs, they thought we were
a part of Muslim culture. I told people that we were born
Armenians and we are Armenians.

They call us “Armenians from Diaspora,” we always feel that
we are strangers. We are in our homeland, but we are
strangers.®0

The faith in Armenia as homeland was central in intention to stay, even
while recognizing its precarity:

I am sure we will live here, this is our homeland.

We have moved to our homeland. Our children are growing up
here and I do not want to move from one place to another with
my children every time. I want to stay here for my children, I
want them to remember their mother tongue.

When there was a war in Syria, everybody thought that it is
time to move to our homeland. If we have a job and can earn a
living, we will not move anywhere. We love our homeland very
much and we were dreaming about moving to our fatherland
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for years. We are living here for about six years, but I am still
getting excited when seeing Ararat Mountain. This is like a
dream.”

Respondents were also conscious that “moving” is central to the
Armenian experience and that staying in Armenia as Armenians
offered a security, even in precarity:

I think we should stop moving from one place to another. I
would like to settle in one place. Yes, I would like to live here
and I wish I will not need to go to another place.

Armenians need to live in Armenia. It would be perfect If
everything in Armenia was nice and all Armenians would live
here. We should do everything to make Armenia a place where
everybody would like to move.

When I was living in Syria, I knew that my homeland is
Armenia and I felt responsibility for Armenia. I was right
because I am here now and I could come to Armenia when I
had problems.

I imagine my life here only. Maybe I will move to another
country temporarily, but I will be back because a human should
have a home and this is my home.

I feel good here. I would like to say thank you to the Armenian
doctors who help me a lot. I will live here still.92

As migration/displacement is such a prevalent theme in the public
sphere, even while professing their own intentionality to stay,
respondents were empathetic of those who had done otherwise:

I think that people should not judge each other, but if there is
an opportunity to stay in Armenia, people have to stay, because
this is our country. Our grandfathers left the country and we
were born in foreign countries, look what happened. We are
back again.
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I do not know people’s attitudes toward those who leave the
country, but I do not judge people. They live however they
want and however they can.%

CONSTRUCTING HOME IN PRECARIOUS HOMELANDS

Despite professing intentionality to stay in their new homes in Yerevan
and seeming quite settled, the loss of Syria as homeland is still a huge
wound for many. For some respondents, Syria is the homeland they
long for, and Armenia has been a difficult adjustment:

I feel more at home in Syria than in Armenia and I remember
when during COVID there was the lockdown and we weren’t
able to travel and then they opened the borders and when I
crossed the border, the Lebanese border to the Syrian one with
my luggage, etc. ... walking because there were no cars
allowed . .. when I saw the first Syrian soldier, I started to cry
[laughs] and he asked why are you crying? And I told him I'm
home. So yes, I feel home in Armenia but like Syria is something
else for me. I am known there. . .. It’s just my home . . . it’s not
because of my parents (being there) only but because I still feel
belonging. I think I was very much integrated with the culture,
the system there, so I feel at home there so. . .. But this is also
home [laughs].9*

Many respondents shared that they had made concerted efforts to
build a sense of home in Armenia and consciously loosen their
connections to Syria in order to survive:

Because of the war, we moved and the first year I didn’t like
Armenia because my mind was there and I was connected to
Syria somehow. And then I decided that there was no way to
go back there because the war, I don’t know when it will stop.
... SoIforced myself to love Armenia. But now Ilove Armenia.
I want to live here not because I am forced.9

Being Syrian is a point of pride regardless of how they are perceived in
Armenia:
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I am proud that I am Syrian and I will tell to everyone that my
background’s from Syria, I was born in Syria, raised in Syria.
... I came in my life to this stage because I was Syrian, I made
my decisions in a certain way because I was Syrian but the Syria
that I know is something different to the Syria today.

Local people tell me that Armenians from Syria are hard-
working people, they tell me that they like our dialect and we
should not change it, as it sounds very nice. I did not face any
discrimination.

Local people love us. They do not like people from Artsakh, but
they like Armenians from Syria. They try to help us always.%

The tight knit Syrian Armenian community was mentioned by many
respondents as a source of security and belonging. But for one or two,
the move from a close community to Yerevan has brought some
unexpected benefits:

Here I feel more free and more myself than in Syria. Because in
Syria, the community will decide what you want, what kind of
life you need and everyone is involved in your personal life. But
here it’s easier, it’s freer.

Most respondents said although they had local friends, their closest
friends were Syrian Armenians or other diasporan Armenians. This
was less the case for younger people who came to Yerevan as children
and had integrated into schools and society at a younger age:

If you were just to observe my friend group, we're all
Armenians from different parts of the world or even local
Armenians, and I feel like just from our friend group one can
realize the Armenian experience is so diverse, that it cannot be
tied to being a local Armenian and being typical conservative
Armenian that everyone knows about. That being Armenian is
a wide variety of things.%”

This was also accompanied by a general preference for working with
non-local Armenians as it was “easier”:
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But when it comes to work, I prefer to work with Armenians
that came from abroad . .. it's easy. They make the job easier.
It's not about the language . . . nothing against the locals . . . but
it’s easier. Not that I can’t work with the locals but it’s easier for
me to work with Armenians that came from outside.%

This corresponds to the idea that diaspora Armenians are not able to
comprehend the style, codes, and “hidden transcripts” that local
Armenians (and arguably Russians and other post-Soviet groups)
share. This distinction between what some call “mentalities” or
sensibilities due to distinct historical paths and experiences can leave
one feeling unmoored despite being among “fellow” Armenians. For
those who live in diaspora, it is the diasporan infrastructure,
socialization, and culture that become home. Nare Galstyan has written
on how some Syrian Armenians feel more comfortable moving to
another diaspora community (in this case, in the Netherlands) than
they do staying in Armenia.? Swapping one diaspora community for
another is less of a mental and behavioral upheaval than adjusting to
life in Armenia, the “step-homeland.” For some Syrian Armenians, the
diaspora is the familiar home and an easier place to be, if given the
choice. Despite the destruction of Syria, many Syrian Armenians have
also returned to Syria to rebuild their homes and communities, or, as
in the case of one of our respondents, are intending to do so. These
variations in trajectories suggest that people make decisions to move
or stay out of a sense of long-term intentionality, cognizant of choosing
a course not just for themselves but for their descendants. Often the
intentionality to stay is explained through the theme of collective duty
and patriotism, which requires setting aside one’s own situation:

I have a sense of duty. Many people are leaving, but we need
people to stay and live here. I and my friends are here. We are
responsible for our history. Many people died trying to save
this small country and we need people, who will live here.
Otherwise, why did those people die? Regardless of the
economic situation, people should stay in Armenia or at least
visit it very often as we did. Due to the genocide, many people
were forced to live and grow up in other countries, but we have
to know that our homeland is here.100
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I have both responsibility and willingness to do whatever I can
for my country. I have many disappointments, but also there
are many positive things. We should change whatever is
negative and develop everything positive.101

The construction of Armenia as homeland, however precarious, also
has a validating effect on the migrants and displaced. This is reflected
in the way that they grapple with the label “refugee,” which may
indeed describe their situation. Many bristle from and do not accept
this term, whether or not they are formally/legally recognized as
refugees. This is not an uncommon reaction in comparative cases,
particularly by those who have some means and agency, as “refugee”
is a loaded term with many connotations and associations that
individuals may not wish to identify with. In their rejection or qualified
acceptance of the label “refugee,” respondents expressed
intentionality:

Some people moved to Europe as refugees, but we are in our
homeland and do not feel that we are refugees.

I resent when people from different organizations call me
refugee, but I do not tell them about it.

A refugee is a person who was forced to leave his/her home.
From this point of view, I am also a refugee.

I was a refugee, but now I perceive myself as a local.

I am not a refugee, as I decided to move to Armenia myself.

I think we are refugees, but we are living here for a long time
and that is why we do not perceive ourselves as refugees.102

Unsurprisingly, the theme that emerged most strongly in our fieldwork
was the war’s impact in rendering Armenia a precarious homeland.
Many respondents identified themselves and their future as
intertwined with that of the country, and therefore their lives as
precarious:
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I have my life here. My future will be like the future of my
country. We will see, . .. but I worry about the security of my
family and friends, as the risk of the war exists always here.
Also, the unstable political processes are my concern.

The war in Karabakh, which influences life in Yerevan very
much. Almost every day we read that in this or that place there
were shootings and people died. The war is going on right now
and tomorrow another large-scale war can start.

I share all the same concerns about the future as all the
Armenians. We feel unsafe in Armenia.103

For the Syrians who fled one war and found refuge in Armenia, the
2020 war and its continuing aftermaths have led to a reevaluation. The
fears and precarity extend to the entire population, but for the Syrians
it is framed as another blow, requiring reflection and
reconfiguration:104

The main concern about the future is the political and security
situation in Armenia. I already saw a war in Syria — the shelling
of my city. I don’t want to see the same in Yerevan.105

Interestingly, the broader terrain of precarity did not apply to their
everyday lives. All respondents talked about feeling safe and free in
terms of their quotient lives in Yerevan, and in contrast to restrictions
they have in Syria:

There is more freedom in Yerevan than in Syria. You are free
and there are no Islamic traditions. I am not a foreigner here
and everybody is Christian.

I am comparing with Aleppo and this is a smaller city, but this
is our country and I feel safer here. I walk in the city during the
night and do not feel any fear, it is very important.
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After the (Syrian) war I think that the first thing that feels like
home for me is safety, for me. In Armenia I feel safe. I can walk
in the middle of the night alone and never feel the fear that
anyone (is) following me or something.106

This observation may be applied more broadly to the social landscape
of Yerevan. Migrants and refugees feel “safe” in their localized spaces,
conducting their lives in bubbles among those who share their
experience of war and/or displacement and/or migration. Through
everyday urban sociabilities, these groups intersect and, in certain
forums and times, fuse and merge.

IN LIEU OF A CONCLUSION

This article has contributed to the study of Syrian refugees and
migrants by focusing on one destination city —Yerevan. While
previous studies have looked at the challenges of Armenian refugees
and migrants settling in Armenia, the 2020 war and its continuing
reverberations, both at the local and the broader geopolitical levels,
have added a layer of critical precarity to this particular case. This
article has suggested that the war and its protracted aftermath have
rendered Armenia a precarious homeland. Such precarity jeopardizes
the defining feature of Syrian Armenians — the intentionality to stay in
Armenia. This precarity has been further exacerbated by Azerbaijan’s
violent takeover of the whole of Nagorno-Karabakh in September 2023
after a nine-month campaign of starvation, resulting in the ethnic
cleansing!0” of its native Armenian population.108

Research in the aftermath of war and continuing precarity is
inevitably inconclusive. While qualitatively distinct, the Syrian
Armenian experience also has many intersections with the other
groups of refugees, migrants, and new arrivals. This article has sought
to center Syrian refugee/ migrant experiences and narratives within the
emerging grassroots cosmopolitanism and urban sociabilities of the
Yerevan urban landscape, using the wider framework of the “Global
East.” The case of Syrian Armenian migration/displacement to
Armenia is disruptive to prevailing linear notions of home, homeland,
nation, and diaspora. It challenges us to engage more substantially
with the nuances and complexities of multilayered identities
reconfigured through war and continuing precarity. This case opens
the dynamic intersections between migration studies, refugee studies,
and diaspora studies, as experienced and articulated by Syrian
Armenians caught between intentionality and precarity in Armenia.



88 Kasbarian

NOTES
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https:/ /armenianewcomers.stir.ac.uk/.
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nature and includes groups of people who are outside their country or
territory of origin and who face protection risks similar to those of refugees,
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¢ The queues of fleeing Armenians were so substantial that they could be
viewed from space. See Azmi Haroun, “The Crowds of Armenians Fleeing
Nagorno-Karabakh Are So Big You Can See Them from Space,” Business
Insider, 29 September 2023, https:/ /www.businessinsider.com/cowds-of-
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9?2r=US&IR=T.

7 Only a few dozen people (mostly elderly or infirm) reportedly remained in
Nagorno-Karabakh in October 2023. By April 2024, fifty of them had been
transferred to Armenia via the ICRC upon their request. “Why are there no
Armenians in Nagorno-Karabakh?” Freedom House Report, July 2024,
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