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INTRODUCTION

This book, Armenians Beyond Diaspora: Making Lebanon their Own, is a 
post-genocide history of Armenians and of what was. It is not a history 

of absence, or of what should or could have been. Rather than a history of 
loss or simple rebirth, two interlinked viewpoints omnipresent in writings on 
modern Armenian history, it is a history of power – often of manipulating 
and managing loss and renewal, in this case in early post-colonial, Cold War 
Lebanon, centred on Beirut. The absence of a national homeland accepted by 
all and the absence of an official state did not mean that Lebanon’s Armenians 
lacked a real, and really momentous, political life. Despite the genocide and 
even after it, Armenians still knew thriving political, social, cultural, ideo-
logical and ecclesiastical centres. This book gives a case in point: an often-
surprising story of Armenian sociopolitical life in one such centre, Lebanon.

At the same time, this book asks: what can we learn about Lebanon, 
and the Arab world more broadly, by looking at it through the lens of 
everyday Armenian sociopolitics? This analysis of Armenians in Lebanon does 
not, then, only contribute to the study of Armenians. As a matter of fact, 
Armenians Beyond Diaspora is not principally concerned with demonstrating 
how something ‘Armenian’ was created. Rather, it shows how Armenians 
in Lebanon experienced politics everyday, and what those experiences can 
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teach us about interlinked national and global events. By examining chang-
ing aspects of belonging, and by exploring how these concepts travel over 
time and space, Armenians Beyond Diaspora simultaneously challenges the 
supremacy of the nation-state and the role of state power in regional and  
Cold War histories.

By demonstrating how Armenian experiences in Lebanon informed 
Lebanese, Middle Eastern and Cold War histories and vice versa, this book 
also illustrates that there is no single narrative of the modern Middle East. 
This argument builds on recent studies of the history of the modern Middle 
East that focus on hitherto ignored or lesser-known actors, and helps to move 
marginalised segments of society centre-stage.1 This move is particularly 
crucial for studies of Lebanon, where scholars struggle to include, within 
a dominant narrative, members of society who have been excluded from 
power by design as a retort to Lebanon’s sectarian formation. Armenians 
Beyond Diaspora registers Lebanon as a space of both Armenian fashioning 
and belonging, and challenges the tendency to read Middle Eastern history 
through the lens of dominant (Arab) nationalisms.

Historical Outline

While the Armenian Genocide condemned surviving Armenians to a life 
outside of Anatolia and destroyed Istanbul as the primary centre of Armenian 
economic and cultural life, it also had other effects.2 For one, in Lebanon, 
and specifically in Beirut, the remnants of Armenian communities hailing 
from myriad points all across Anatolia, with the vast majority from Cilicia, 
gathered in a single space.3 The geography of Anatolia was radically com-
pressed into one city. Sectors in Beirut’s Armenian refugee camps and later 
quarters in permanently-built neighbourhoods were named after their inhab-
itants’ points of origin, for instance Marash, Hajin and Sis.4 While back in 
‘real’ Cilicia, residents of Marash and Sis were hundreds of miles apart, in 
Beirut they shared the selfsame refugee camps like Qarantina, and from the 
1920s they lived in the same neighbourhood of Bourj Hamoud, where they 
found each other across the street and soon started to mix and mingle. And 
even when some started to move into other neighbourhoods, they still lived 
within the confines of a single city. In Beirut, the Armenian Genocide and 
post-genocide era had forced migrations from the Ottoman Empire, which 
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brought Armenians from across the empire into extreme proximity to one 
another.

This had far-reaching sociopolitical and cultural effects. What had been 
multiple Armenian communities back in the Ottoman Empire’s vast lands 
grew into a single community in Beirut. The teaching of Western Armenian, 
rather than Turkish or village dialects, made Beirut (and Lebanon itself) a site 
of ‘Armenianisation’.5 The community was not homogeneous, though. Quite 
the opposite: it was extremely heterogeneous – and in a much more high-
energy, involved, boisterous, vociferous and indeed conflict-ridden way than 
Anatolia’s Armenian communities had been. Beirut was the largest urban 
concentration of Armenians in the Arab world, with over 70,000 Armenians 
(out of a population of over 1.1. million) in Lebanon by 1944.6 As important, 
the Arab East’s most thriving city from the mid-nineteenth century provided 
an energising environment for political parties, church institutions, newspa-
pers and eventually radio stations and lay people to interact in the everyday 
in unprecedented ways.7

Early on after World War I, this process was facilitated by France, 
Lebanon’s Mandate ruler from 1918 to 1946.8 A key event in this regard came 
in 1924, when the French included Armenian inhabitants of Lebanon in the 
new Mandate citizenship law.9 That particular French act had a ‘negative’ 
effect, as it were. It legally nixed, or at least drastically reduced, the chance 
that Armenians would return to their former homes back in Anatolia.10 
After all, they now were citizens of another national space. Coming on the 
heel of the consolidation of Kemal Ataturk’s power, the Turkish National 
Movement’s victory in the Turkish war of independence and the Treaty of 
Lausanne (1923) that formalised Allied recognition of the Ottoman successor 
state, France’s Lebanese Mandate citizenship law including Armenians hap-
pened to contribute to Turkey’s Turkification.11 The citizenship act also had 
a ‘positive’, constructive effect. It created the legal and, by extension, political 
framework for re-centring much of Armenian life in and on Lebanon.12

After Lebanon gained full independence in 1946, the country’s post-
colonial sectarian structure, which was firmly grounded in the Mandate period 
and late Ottoman times, helped to re-energise Armenian life in Lebanon, 
especially in Beirut.13 This most directly and immediately profited Armenian 
political parties, the nationalist Dashnaks and two leftist organisations, the 
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Hnchaks and Ramgavars. Their presence in Lebanon marked a distinct con-
tinuity with late Ottoman times. All three were rooted in the ideologies 
of the late Ottoman liberal reform period, and were concerned with the 
Armenians’ condition in the Empire’s peripheries, most notably Anatolia.14 
Many survivors of those party organisations and their descendants made their 
way to Lebanon, and there reestablished these parties. The three parties men-
tioned above, as well as the Armenian communist party, which entertained 
close relations with Lebanon’s and Syria’s communist parties, modified their 
political platforms and adjusted to the new political theatre of Lebanon. 
Given this country’s sectarian system, after independence Armenians were 
guaranteed political power, and these four parties jockeyed with one another 
to this end.

From the 1940s onwards, the ideologies of these Armenian organisations 
and institutions mirrored the ideological positions of the Cold War superpow-
ers. Basically, the Ramgavar, Hnchak and Communist parties supported the 
Armenian Socialist Soviet Republic (ASSR), whilst the nationalist Dashnak 
Party did not. This alignment held true even though the Ramgavar Party’s 
position opposed communism, the Hnchak Party was more socialist than com-
munist in rank and ideology and the late nineteenth-century founders of the 
Dashnak Party had been strident socialists. In addition, at specific moments, 
such as the first year of the 1946–1949 repatriation movement to the ASSR, 
about which more below, the Dashnak Party did not oppose the exodus of many 
of its members. These complexities notwithstanding, the significant ideologi-
cal split between Armenian nationalists, principally the Dashnaks, and leftists 
faciliated US and Soviet attempts to pull Armenians around the world into 
their ideological corner. But at the same time, as this book shows, Armenians 
in Lebanon at certain moments used super powers and their alignment with 
those powers to articulate their own agency in intra-Armenian struggles. These 
struggles were played out locally within the Armenian community, but they 
also affected the Lebanese political sphere and even transcended that country’s 
borders: In a regional and transnational turn, Armenian political parties head-
quartered in Lebanon, along with the Catholicosate of Cilicia (also known as 
the Cilician See), one of two surviving Armenian ecclesiastical institutions that 
had moved to Lebanon in 1930, vied for authority over Armenian communi-
ties in different countries in the Middle East and the Americas.15 They also 
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used Cold War ideological bifurcations here to distinguish themselves from 
their opposition and to garner support from either power.

In the field of politics, Armenian ecclesiastical authorities played an 
important role. Most central here was the Cilician See, far and away the most 
powerful Armenian church organisation in Lebanon. It had been headquar-
tered at Sis, in the Ottoman province of Adana (present-day Kozan), before 
the genocide. Thereafter, like many of its surviving congregants it resettled 
in Lebanon. It set up its new headquarters in 1930 in Antelias, just north of 
Beirut, on land donated by the US Near East Relief Foundation.16 Politically, 
by the mid-1950s most Armenians saw it as an ally of the Dashnak Party. 
With the crystallisation of Cold War politics, this identification took on 
an additional significance. The Dashnak Party was seen as a supporter of 
the Eisenhower administration, the Baghdad Pact and Lebanon’s President 
Camille Chamoun, and as hostile to Arab nationalism, Egypt’s popular 
president Gamal Abdel Nasser, socialism and the Soviet Union. The Cilician 
See was likewise seen as an extension of these Dashnak positions by its 
political rivals. But the See certainly was not an arm of the Dashnaks. It also 
manipulated and used that party. Indeed, it used the political factionalisation 
within Armenian communities to expand its power. Moreover, the post-
genocide move to Lebanon expanded the Cilician See’s regional influence. It 
now became in a clear-cut fashion the spiritual head of Armenian churches 
throughout the Middle East. And due to tensions among Armenians sup-
porting and opposing the Dashnak Party in the United States of America, it 
even became a transnational power across the Atlantic, establishing churches 
in America under its jurisdiction after World War II.

The Cilician See was likewise a crucial focus of collective life, also beyond 
politics in Lebanon. This was a quite extraordinary reversal of developments 
dating back to the late Ottoman period. Istanbul’s nineteenth-century tanzi-
mat reforms had challenged the control of religious authorities by removing 
them as mediators. Citizens and the state had communicated much more 
directly. While this act had removed a layer of protection for some inhabit-
ants, it was likewise celebrated by non-religious elites, for many of them 
gained a much more unmediated access to the Armenian population.

These tanzimat changes punctured the relationship between congregant 
and religious authority amongst all millets.17 But whereas the authority of the 
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Greek and Jewish religious authorities never entirely recovered, the Armenian 
case differed. The French extension of citizenship to Lebanon’s Armenians, 
the Cilician See’s re-establishment in Antelias and the Lebanese state’s sectar-
ian structure allowed for, and indeed encouraged, ecclesiastic authorities to 
re-establish their presence in the Armenian community.18 The Cilician See 
emerged strongly empowered. In 1929, the Jerusalem Patriarchate ceded its 
authority over the Armenian communities of Damascus, Latakia and Beirut, 
including their monasteries, churches and schools, to the Cilician See.19 
By the 1940s, the Armenian Catholicosate of the Great House of Cilicia, 
its formal name, had established Armenian elementary and high schools, 
numerous churches and a seminary, and published journals. Furthermore, 
it acted as a key community intermediary to the Lebanese government. By 
the same token, Armenians who otherwise could or would never have gotten 
involved in church politics now had the occasion to do so.

In sum, the post-genocide story of Armenians in Lebanon was, to be 
sure, a story of loss, and the ingathering of very diverse populations within a 
small urban area of Beirut was extraordinary to say the least. But, as this book 
shows, this process also helped to refashion Armenian identity and power. 
The Lebanese case thus demonstrates that the Armenian Genocide also had – 
in a most traumatic and tremendously tragic way, to be certain – regenerative 
consequences. The genocide ended up being more than exclusively a source 
of trauma and victimhood.

Historians, therefore, do not need to treat the genocide solely as an 
epistemological break and an end. Rather, they can discern in it – and in what 
followed – new starts and continuities as well as breaks for the Armenian 
populations hailing from the Ottoman Empire.

Outline of Chapters

Chapter 1, ‘Repositioning Armenians in Newly Post-colonial Nation-states: 
Lebanon and Syria, 1945–1946’, begins our journey by following the issues 
that the Armenian print media in Lebanon saw as noteworthy by in the 
1940s. These often-ideologically-opposed newspapers, the leftist Ararad, the 
communist Joghovourti Tzain, the capitalist supporter of the ASSR Zartonk 
and the firmly right-wing nationalist Dashnak Aztag, reflected the issues of 
interest of the day. As chronicled in these newspapers, Armenians in Lebanon 
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re-situated themselves and re-imagined their place in that Middle Eastern 
country and in the world more broadly during a sensitive, transitional time 
of change, i.e. the early post-colonial period. I dig deep into the manifold 
triangulations and balancing acts constitutive of Lebanese Armenians’ chang-
ing views of their place in and vis-à-vis the complex making of the Lebanese 
state, its wider Arab environment, as well as the ASSR.

The chapter examines four main themes. One is the Armenians’ position 
in and vis-à-vis the Lebanese polity, as well as Syria. The second concerns lan-
guage, specifically the multiple roles of Arabic. The third has to do with the 
ambiguities of spaces relevant for Armenians in and beyond Lebanon. And 
the last is the fascinating political positioning of the church that, although 
conservative, at moments felt forced to support communist Armenia and the 
USSR as the ASSR’s protector.

By tracing recurring news items and community concerns, this chapter 
provides a rich understanding of the activities of the Armenian inhabitants 
in Lebanon. The establishment, proliferation and continuation – many of 
the dailies profiled are still in publication – of an active Armenian press 
in Lebanon reveals the enthusiasm of such ventures and indicates the high 
level of literacy amongst Armenians.20 This examination also shows how the 
Armenian press categorised events – as local, regional and/or international 
– and how these events were presented to Armenians. The coverage also 
demonstrates how writers and readers engaged with these items and how 
related concerns played out amongst Armenians and non-Armenians alike. 
What emerges is a complex, not at all homogeneous picture. Newspaper 
consumers and producers were also political party members, parliamentary 
members, church officials, businessmen, students, school officials and parents 
– a diversity that informed the different ways in which Beirut’s Armenians 
engaged with a variety of issues in their city, in Lebanon and beyond. Last but 
not least, through the pages of those newspapers Armenians emerge not as 
passive objects of history but as active subjects, and in this sense as members 
of the Lebanese nation-state that carried a certain weight, even power, in it.

Chapter 2, ‘The Homeland Debate, Redux: The Political–Cultural 
Impact of the 1946–1949 Repatriation to Soviet Armenia’, studies the 
1946–1949 repatriation movement, an organised Soviet drive to collect all 
worldwide Armenians and ‘return’ them to the ASSR. The story itself of 
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the repatriation drive has been told before, by historians and in memoirs.21 
Rather than rehashing the details, then, this chapter focuses on Lebanese 
Armenian political–cultural understandings of repatriation. This examina-
tion uses Armenian and Lebanese history to engage with Cold War history 
and – the other side of the coin – to problematise diasporic understandings 
of Armenians. Constructing and capitalising on the diasporic dimension of 
Armenian life, the Soviet Union’s repatriation drive was highly successful 
in Lebanon. For that very reason, however – that is, because of the massive 
departure of Armenians friendly to the USSR – it somewhat paradoxically 
helped political parties opposed to the ASSR and the USSR to consolidate 
their power. Initially an aspect of an internal community power struggle, 
this new configuration mirrored Cold War power bifurcations. Lebanon’s 
Armenians both manipulated these understandings and became proxy forces 
in that global power struggle. At the same time, Armenians’ engagement 
in the repatriation movement formed part of, and illustrated, a broader 
endeavor to fashion a homeland of sorts: to find and build a final solution to 
prior occasions and experiences of victimhood.

This chapter explores how that initiative formed a chapter of Lebanese 
(and other Middle Eastern) Armenians’ renegotiation of national belong-
ing in early post-colonial times.22 Although about a third of all Armenian 
repatriates travelled via Beirut (including residents of Syria and Lebanon), 
I also look at those who remained in Lebanon and in other countries in the 
Middle East. The emerging Cold War was more than simply a backdrop 
to the repatriation story. Moscow’s initiative made repatriation possible 
in the first place. It was the USSR that announced the initiative to unite 
Armenians from around the world in the ASSR; that organised the transport 
of tens of thousands of Armenians to the USSR and that allowed them 
to enter the country; and that housed them in the ASSR, making them 
Soviet citizens. Also, the Soviet initiative was a victory vis-à-vis the USSR’s 
rivals: At a time of peace, citizens of some countries voluntarily sold their 
belongings and moved to become part of the motherland of state socialism. 
But most importantly, the escalating Cold War – and the very divergent 
readings of, and responses to, the repatriation initiative among Lebanese 
Armenians – reinforced tensions between Armenian rightists and leftists. 
The Lebanese example shows that Armenians’ response to repatriation did 
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not simply reflect their extant political–cultural positions. Rather, repatria-
tion sharpened those positions.

In thinking through these issues, Chapter 2 specifically broaches three 
themes. First, it shows how responses to repatriation echoed issues involved 
with the changing Lebanese/Syrian/Armenian identity complex at the dawn of 
the post-colonial nation-state. Second, it examines how responses to repatria-
tion included a retelling and a reconstitution of the history of the tragedy of 
the genocide. Relatedly, three decades after the genocide, the initiative auto-
matically triggered questions about the location and nature of the Armenian 
homeland. And thirdly, it demonstrates how repatriation added fuel to the 
division between Dashnaks and Armenian leftists, foreshadowing their con-
frontation in the form of active debates in the press and violent conflict.

Chapter 3, ‘Cold War, Bottom-up: The 1956 Catholicos Election’, takes 
the 1956 Cilician See’s catholicos election in Lebanon to illuminate Cold 
War understandings of the Middle East, and vice versa.23 While in the later 
1940s the excitement of the repatriation movement was a public relations 
victory for the USSR, supported by local Armenian institutions and assisted 
by Lebanese and Syrian governments, this election became a site of contesta-
tion by Cold War powers and by their state and non-state allies and proxies 
in the Middle East. Lebanon, staunchly pro-Western and pro-American 
under President Camille Chamoun, was indeed not the only state directly 
involved in that election. So were Egypt and Jordan, among other Middle 
Eastern states, as well as the Soviet Union, principally through Vasken, the 
catholicos of the Echmiadzin See, headquartered in the ASSR. The United 
States and key European states like France and Britain also made appear-
ances in the story. Even so, it was the Armenians who were this story’s main 
protagonists – Armenians of different, if not diametrically opposed, political  
convictions.

During the 1946–1949 ASSR repatriation initiative, leftists had wielded 
considerable power in the Armenian community of Beirut and beyond; and 
the repatriation initiative further boosted their influence at that juncture. 
But as noted in passing above, a decade later the situation had changed. 
Ironically, the very success of the leftist repatriation drive, i.e. the emigration 
to the ASSR, depleted the leftists’ ranks in Lebanon and other repatriation 
‘donor’ countries. In consequence, from the late 1940s the rightist Dashnak 
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Party became more preponderant, certainly in Beirut. What is more, the 
Cold War was much more heated by the mid-1950s than it had been in the 
late 1940s.

The 1956 catholicos election thus allows us to look at the Cold War in 
the Middle East not from the top down, through the eyes of Washington 
or Moscow (or Lebanon’s or Egypt’s state authorities, for that matter), and 
not through the lens of famous flashpoints like the US and Soviet reactions 
to the Tripartite Aggression against Egypt in 1956 or the 1958 US armed 
intervention in Lebanon. Rather, in the 1956 election, Armenians made 
use of Cold War tensions to designate a leader of the Armenian church who 
was seen to suit the community’s interests.24 That story also expands histori-
ans’ understanding of Lebanon’s Armenians: from refugees and outsiders in 
national politics to true participants, whose own internal politics, moreover, 
were also of interest to Lebanon’s authorities, and who by now felt free to 
invade and use public spaces beyond their own neighbourhoods to express 
themselves politically.

I tell this story while keeping an eye on three analytical aspects. One is the 
overlap between the global Cold War and regional Middle Eastern inter-state 
competition.25 Another is the mutual use, if not exploitation, of state actors 
and Armenian actors. And a third is a fascinating duality of states’ approaches 
to the Armenian issue: both nation-state-bound and transnational. States 
sought to assert their sovereignty vis-à-vis ecclesiastical Armenian matters 
that happened on their territory; thus, the Lebanese state, and in particular 
President Chamoun, was involved politically and symbolically in the 1956 
catholicos election. But states also tried to use Armenian issues and religious 
Armenian bodies, whose authority was non-secular and whose reach was 
not quite bound by nation-state borders (to say the least), to affect third 
countries’ politics. The foremost example in the present case was the Soviet 
attempt to meddle in the 1956 election through Vasken.

In taking this approach to the 1956 election, ‘Cold War, Bottom-up’ 
continues to addresses lacunae in the secondary literature on Armenians in 
the Middle East and especially Lebanon, and reflects on how their case can 
shine a light on larger topics. Power struggles, political differences and align-
ments among Armenians have long been ignored in the historiography of 
modern Lebanon, which has described the Armenian population as a coher-
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ent community. The Cold-War-related nature of inner-Armenian events and 
their place within the broader history of Lebanon and the Middle East has 
been ignored accordingly.

The fourth and final chapter, ‘Making Armenians Lebanese: The 1957 
Election and the Ensuing 1958 Conflict’, explores Armenian participation 
in the 1957 elections and in the 1958 mini-civil war, both in the ‘gen-
eral’ Lebanese and the intra-Armenian elections.26 These events illustrated 
Armenian involvement in both local Beiruti and national Lebanese settings, 
yet in a way different from that of the previous year, in 1956. In telling this 
story, I make three interrelated points. First, coming a good decade after the 
1946 transition from the French Mandate to post-colonial independence, 
Armenians were now firmly part of, and ensconced in, Lebanese politics. 
Armenians’ (re)-positioning vis-à-vis Lebanon’s imminent post-colonial 
independence in the mid-1940s included a fair share of double-entendres, 
tensions and contrasts. But already at that point it was clear that Armenians 
in Lebanon were indeed part of that country – and wished to remains so 
as well. This was shown in the clearest (and most painful) fashion possible 
in 1957 and 1958. Lebanese Armenians were divided along the right–left 
faultlines that divided Lebanese politics and society in general at that point: 
they were Lebanonised, one may say. Secondly, and at the same point, the 
Lebanese state was somehow Armenianised. It started to pay more atten-
tion to Armenian matters than before, intervening directly and by military 
force in Armenian neighbourhoods by December 1958 in order to finally 
end the internecine Armenian confrontation. Thirdly, while Armenians were 
Lebanonised, they also, more than other confessions in Lebanon, were very 
strongly – and by 1958 indeed mortally – internally divided along political 
lines. This division was not new, of course. It dated back to before World 
War II, and had been manifest in the 1946–1949 repatriation and in the 
1956 catholicos election. But it came to a boil in 1958. This was the case not 
only because of the general Lebanese context, i.e. the accentuating right–left 
political polarisation that at this point in time mapped roughly, though by 
no means perfectly, onto the country’s Muslim–Christian confessional land-
scape. It was the case also because the Cold War – a global constentation 
between left-wing versus right-wing politics and ideologies – was felt with 
particular acuity in the Armenian case. This was for the simple reason that 
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the Soviet Union included the ASSR, that is, that Armenia formed part of 
one Cold War superpower. In turn, this meant that leftist, and especially 
communist, Armenians had an especially direct connection to the Soviet 
Union. Vice versa, it was of supreme importance for right-wing Armenians to 
criticise that connection, to reject the 1920 Sovietisation of Armenia, which 
had been an independent republic from 1918 to 1920, and to assert the right 
to speak for Armenians despite the existence of Soviet Armenia.

My analysis demonstrates that Armenian parties participated in, and con-
tributed to, the considerable political tensions in Lebanon. Simultaneously, 
they used their position within the Lebanese political system to jostle for 
power within the Armenian community – a development that turned violent 
and came to a close only in December 1958, almost two months after the 
Lebanese mini-civil war had ended, when the Lebanese army intervened. 
These tensions and violent confrontations between Armenian parties and 
their armed men had a crucial spatial effect: they unprecedentedly territori-
alised parts of Beirut. To be sure, parts of Lebanon were already organised 
by sects and classes. By relative contrast, it was according to political party 
affiliation that in 1957–1958 many Armenians of the neighbourhoods of 
Mar Mikael, Sin el-Fil, Bourj Hamoud and Corniche al-Nahr were re-sorted 
and relocated, often by force.

As Armenians Beyond Diaspora situates Armenians in Lebanon within a 
network of daily local, regional and transnational actors and events, it engages 
with key bodies of literature.

Armenian Studies

Scholarly works on Armenians have traditionally been found within two over-
lapping fields: Armenian Studies and Diaspora Studies. Within Armenian 
Studies, works are further divided, focusing on Armenians as a diaspora, or as 
the victims of genocide.27 Both groupings assume an Armenian collectivity, 
regardless of lived experiences, locality or historical context. Armenian his-
torians paint Armenians, practically regardless of their location, as lost tribes 
of a singular Armenian nation.28 They assume this nation to have a known 
homeland, whether real or imagined. This limits understandings of daily life 
and their engagement within a given locality and its population, assuming 
that Armenians live and conceive of themselves only within an Armenian 
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frame. In addition, this construction fails to consider when Armenians may 
or may not use such a collectivity, its associated ‘homeland’, or a diasporic 
identification to articulate their agency and exercise power in local contexts, 
often in a bid to claim power transnationally as well.

This ‘understood’ homeland, without a clear location, distracts from how 
Armenians actually used the term erkir, homeland, in a variety of specific 
circumstances. An ambiguous term, erkir is flexible and differs in mean-
ing depending on time and space: presenting, in fact, a good opportunity 
to appreciate an Armenian heterogeneity. Nineteenth-century economic 
migrants from Eastern Anatolia, seeking employment in Istanbul, used 
erkir to denote their place of origin.29 As Hagop Barsoumian writes, these 
migrants ‘reminded’ wealthier urban Armenians of the disenfranchised status 
of Eastern Anatolian Armenians.30 By invoking erkir, they nurtured an emo-
tional attachment to a place that housed a substantial marginalised Armenian 
population, which depended on remittances from urban centres. At the same 
time, by representing the erkir to wealthier Armenians, migrant Armenians in 
turn validated their presence in the city. They acted to bridge the centre and 
periphery, even if to reinforce the dominance of the centre.

This portrayal of Armenian inhabitants as organised communi-
ties throughout the world and as part of one larger Armenian diaspora 
connected through a singular traumatic event and to one ‘known’ erkir, 
encourages historians to represent Armenians as perennial victims. Richard 
Hovannisian’s edited volumes, The Armenian People from Ancient to Modern 
Times, for example, impressively profile practically every Armenian popu-
lated area, an incredibly diverse range of places and experiences.31 The 
Introduction, however, seeks a common thread, constructing Armenians 
as one collective – and, to boot, all as victims.32 In addition, it considers 
the eleventh-century kingdom of Cilicia as ‘expatriate’, as if national con-
structions of belonging were already created and spatially clearly set and 
demarcated.33 Hovannisian’s second volume, which focuses on the fifteenth 
through the twentieth centuries, adopts a similar tone. For example, Krikor 
Maksoudian’s labelling of Armenians of Eastern Europe as ‘assimilated’ 
enables him to link them to Armenians in the Americas.34 In fact, he claims 
that the shared attribute of ‘assimilation’ can aid in the understanding of 
both communities.35 While I am not writing against comparative studies, 
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which have the potential to bring together even the most divergent experi-
ences, I am cautious.36

What is particularly problematic in these depictions is that the authors 
provide an otherwise detailed history on particular Armenian communities 
and their achievements. For example, Armenians established a military organ-
isation in Vienna, numerous merchant guilds in Poland and the Ukraine, and 
monasteries in Moldavia.37 Still, whenever possible, the author stresses a con-
nection between the Armenian communities living in Eastern Europe and 
those present in the Ottoman Empire.38 It is a fact, of course, that Armenians 
indeed did arrive from Istanbul or from further east, for instance from Van. 
But I beg to differ from the author’s assumption that this demonstrates that 
Armenians in Crimea are more authentic to the Armenian nation because of 
their location or that a worldwide affinity and underlying, irreducible, indelible 
similarity exists between Armenians worldwide despite their most variant 
locations, experiences and backgrounds.

One of the notable exceptions in Hovannisian’s volumes is Ronald 
Grigor Suny’s contribution ‘Eastern Armenians under Tsarist Rule’.39 Unlike 
some of his colleagues, his analysis on Armenian national awareness considers 
issues of class and social experience.40 He accounts not only for territorial 
dispersion and its associated differences but also, more importantly, for the 
social divisions between peasants and urban dwellers.41 And he couples these 
issues with the activity of the Russian state, which was constructing its own 
identity and power. He examines Armenians living in the Caucasus, their 
intellectual engagement with German idealist philosophies and tensions with 
Armenian church authorities; Armenian revolutionaries’ attempts to use class 
issues to subvert the national; and the Armenian bourgeoisie that, growing 
tired with revolutionaries, ‘made their peace with tsarism’.42 He does this 
without engaging in how these Armenians shared a national affinity with 
Armenians living elsewhere. The activities, participation, achievements, fail-
ures and tragedies of Armenians under Tsarist rule are represented on their 
own terms.

Even more recent scholarship has continued in a similar vein, such as 
Razmik Panossian’s The Armenians: From Kings and Priests to Merchants 
and Commissars. While he notes in the Introduction that ‘various sources of 
Armenian identity formulation were quite different from one another’, he 
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closes the same paragraph by stating, ‘it also became apparent that Armenians 
were developing a sense of identity as part of one nation despite the objective 
differences and the historical as well as sociological divisions’, thereby (re)
constructing a singular national history.43 I am not, of course, denying that 
mass migration due to military interventions or economic processes hap-
pened. But I am wary of connecting and reducing historical moments to one 
Grand Lachrymose History of Armenians worldwide as perpetual victims 
who all long for one and the same clearly defined homeland.

Studies of specific Armenian communities are uncommon, yet growing 
in number. It is important to note that such studies do not isolate Armenians 
from either other Armenians and/or communities and networks. Rather, they 
consider, paying special attention to, what else is going on in the community. 
It is in this space, I argue, that one can discern multiple power struggles, 
engagements and fashioning (and refashioning) of belonging and identifica-
tion. In her work on Armenians in Cyprus, for example, Sossie Kasbarian 
does not argue against Armenian co-option within Greek nationalism.44 
Through an examination of the shared sense of belonging based in daily 
experience, the author demonstrates how minorities in Cyprus have and can 
continually impact the ‘vision of the nation’, and exercise ‘a significant degree 
of autonomy in cultural and social matters’.45 And yet, the author firmly 
places the Armenians of Cyprus within a worldwide diaspora and follows 
a shift in diasporic identity ‘from exilic weakness to one of transnational 
resourcefulness’.46

While works that profile ‘singular’ Armenian communities can challenge 
the tendency to position Armenians solely in relation to other Armenians, 
they may (still) reinforce the separation between Armenians and other locals. 
James Barry’s rich work on Iranian Armenians begins with the separation of 
Armenians from others in Iran, categorising ‘two groups’ of Iranian citizens: 
one ‘excluded’, the other ‘mainstream’.47 These classifications inevitably lead 
to a focus on the ‘challenges’ faced by the marginalised Armenian com-
munity, often ending with the ‘threat of a loss of culture and identity’, often 
connected to emmigration.48 In his profile on the Armenians in Northern 
Iraq, Darren L. Logan adopts a similar approach to describe the challenges 
faced by the Armenians there. Descriptions including ‘decline’, ‘fading’ and 
‘remnant’, not only fail to attribute any power to the Armenian population, 
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representing them as victims, but also juxtapose their presence with a bygone 
era of glory and power (that may or may not have existed, the article does 
not elaborate).49 Its tone of defeat culminates in the final sentence of the 
article, that simultaneously typifies a warning: ‘In the long run, without this 
protection [of the Kurdistan Regional Government] it is likely the Armenian 
remnant in Northern Iraq will fade away’.50

Other works that profile individual Armenian communities take the 
Armenian Genocide as a temporal and social starting point. In doing so, 
they thread trauma throughout their analyses of Armenian experiences and 
activities in their new locales. Simon Payaslian’s work on Armenians in Syria 
states that it was Armenian Genocide survivors who ‘exercised considerable 
command over the cognative development of the next generations’. 51 While 
this indeed may be the case, I wonder what else can be gained by this iden-
tification besides linking Armenian activities in this period to the violence 
and collective trauma of the genocide. In addition, the author’s constant 
reference to their ‘marginalisation’, ‘inferior status’, connected to their being 
an involuntary diaspora (again, a reference to the Armenian Genocide), and 
‘decline’, distracts from the activities and innovative structures carried out 
by these very same Armenians.52 Even when Payaslian does cite evidence of a 
construction of local, Syrian Armenian institutions, the author refers to these 
actions as a ‘tortuous task’.53

These understandings of Armenian life in Syria also present a linear 
understanding of history, forwarding an evolutionary model (refugees to 
diasporisation) with Armenians finally becoming ‘sedentary’ in the ‘spyurk 
(diaspora)’.54 Viewing Armenians as sedentary within the rubric of a dias-
pora fails to consider Armenians in Syria on the own terms. What were the 
dynamics within this population? Instead of engaging with the daily lives of 
Armenians in Syria, Payaslian therefore almost has no choice but to view their 
presence through the macro-actions of the Syrian state. While this is certainly 
one way of studying Armenians in Syria, it prevents our access to their every-
day, and separates Armenians from their Syrian co-nationals. In addition, it 
fails to conceive of Armenians personifying the Syrian state, even as Payaslian 
mentions that Armenians gained seats in the Syrian parliament.55 It is almost 
as if such authors wish to draw attention to either the legacy of the Armenian 
Genocide and/or to transnational connections, that they have no choice but 
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to ignore or minimise their experiences of belonging to or being part of that 
very nation-state.

The Literature on the Armenian Genocide

Armenian historiography’s disregard for the possibility of multiple homelands 
and hierarchical centres is a very powerful reflex to a singular act of violence: 
the Armenian Genocide.56 This defensive construction flattens profound dif-
ferences between specific communities around the world that have enjoyed 
incredibly variant histories and experiences throughout the century following 
the genocide. At the same time, it (re)connects Armenians worldwide to a 
singular understanding of erkir, generating a corollary. It homogenises the 
genocide as, in an effort to interconnect Armenians, the genocide’s total-
ity is stressed. Individual experiences become indiscernible. In addition, the 
creation of this monolith collapses different phases of extermination into 
each other, into a single whole.57 But perhaps most important for this book, 
studies that centre on, and ultimately always return to, the genocide as the 
ultimate uniting factor for any and every Armenian neglect the formation of 
political, social, cultural, ideological and ecclesiastical centres of Armenian 
life post-genocide.

The historiography of the Armenian Genocide also often maintains the 
representation of Armenians as perennial victims of oppression, disregarding 
Armenian agency and power. Armenians indeed were victims of genocide. 
But this is not, I would argue, a continuous state for all Armenians. It makes 
no sense to call all Armenians worldwide ‘genocide survivors’: what of the 
distinctions between them? Moreover, many works treat 1915 as an episte-
mological break for both Armenians and Armenian historiography. I ques-
tion the totality of this break and the resulting lack of distinction between the 
experiences of a segment of the Armenian population who were the targets 
of genocide and Armenian historiography in its entirety. In Hovannisian’s 
volumes, for example, Christopher J. Walker’s contribution on the Armenian 
Genocide begins and ends with the author proving that genocide occurred.58

Perhaps this is an understandable consequence of (admittedly fewer and 
fewer) politicians and academics’ denial of the genocide or their attempt 
to justify mass deportation. It may even be necessary. Nevertheless, it also 
lends itself to distractions. Works on Armenians mention the genocide even 
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if they treat pre-genocide events or concern a population that was little or 
not at all affected by these tragic events and/or their survivors. Thus, the 
genocide has been used to explain (away) the economic superiority of the 
Iranian Armenians – they were not its victims – and the assimilation and lack 
of engagement with constructing an Armenian national home amongst the 
Armenians in Ukraine and Poland.59 With regard to Armenians in Iran, this 
can be particularly egregious, as it concurrently denies that those inhabitants 
experienced hardship during the Russo-Persian War (1826–1828), World 
War I and the Soviet invasion of Iran in 1941.60 Surviving the Armenian 
Genocide ‘explained’ the miserable conditions of Armenians living in Egypt, 
Lebanon, Syria and Palestine in its wake, and not the stipulations placed upon 
them by French and British mandate powers, such as preventing Armenians 
from moving out of organised camps until 1923, or the lack of facilities made 
available and provided for by British occupation forces.61

Bedross Der Matossian profiles the more recent historiographic trends 
of Armenian Genocide scholarship and how it has begun to engage with 
new methodologies and approaches. The growing use of Armenian sources, 
Raymond Kévorkian’s contention of the ‘second phase of the genocide’, which 
targeted the survivors of the deportation in Syria and Upper Mesopotamia, 
Ronald Grigor Suny’s focus on the fear of a ‘crumbling empire’ as an impor-
tant factor in leading to genocide, Donald Bloxham’s contention of a nation-
alist genocide and Fuat Dündar’s, Uğur Ümit Üngör’s, and Taner Akçam’s 
emphases on demographic engineering as a compelling factor of the genocide 
have all contributed to our grasp of the Armenian Genocide.62 The ensuing 
debates have likewise broadened our understandings of its premeditation, 
contigency, continuum and motives.63

And yet, because scholars of the Armenian Genocide seem compelled 
to address the policy of disavowal by successive Turkish governments, the 
institutions of state ideology and national historiographic discourse, they 
inevitably turn into prosecutors seeking a flawless indictment against decades 
of denial. They construct the field as the lone possibility to pierce this dis-
course and correct this injustice. While I do not take further issue with this 
position, leaving it up to individual scholars to qualify their interventions, I 
am concerned that we may miss the productive and creative elements that 
Armenians engaged in in the wake of the genocide. This, even in cases when 
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authors themselves are interested in revealing such fashioning. Take Melissa 
Bilal’s ‘Lullabies and the Memory of Pain: Armenian Women’s Remembrance 
of the Past in Turkey’, as one such example.64 In exploring how lullabies 
‘intervene against the ordinariness of forgetfullnes’, and ‘from the margins of 
memory’ they have been pushed to, Bilal’s work also demonstrates how these 
women’s everyday performances produce historical knowledge.65 In addition, 
these songs and their singing are said to simultaneously ‘establish bridges 
between generations in a family’ and challenge the ‘grand fissure’ narrative of 
the Armenian Genocide.66 While unexpected, these melancholic songs have 
the capacity to create – and act as conduits not only between generations, as 
Bilal states, but also between time and space. And yet, Bilal’s work is more 
often categorised solely as being part of the ‘growing work on Armenians in 
post-genocide Turkey’.67

Lebanese Historiography

By studying such actions, Armenians Beyond Diaspora also challenges the 
historiography of Lebanon. Recent works on Lebanon have called into 
question histories that left out ethnic and religious minorities which did 
not support particular understandings of Lebanon. These had constructed 
Lebanon as an abnormal state – as if there was a natural or standardised 
form to follow – and depicted its political system, population composition 
and nation-state borders as reasons why the state was bound to fail or break-
down. This tautological construction only confined Lebanon and paralysed 
its historiography.68 It has encouraged scholars to view Lebanon through the 
lens, solely, of conflict and of its corollary, sectarianism. This is evidenced 
by the overabundance of works on the 1975–1991 Lebanese Civil War 
and by the dearth of studies on the periods before and after this period.69 
To be sure, there have been exceptions in the field of history, for example 
Max Weiss’ In the Shadow of Sectarianism: Law, Shi’ism, and the Making 
of Modern Lebanon, Linda Sayed’s study on how the Shi’i community in 
Jabal Lubnan both used and circumvented the sectarian structure to assert 
itself, and Ussama Makdisi’s classic The Culture of Sectarianism: Community, 
History, and Violence in Nineteenth-Century Ottoman Lebanon.70 Some of 
the most important interventions have been by anthropologists. Lara Deeb’s 
An Enchanted Modern: Gender and Public Piety in Shi’i Lebanon and Joanne 
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Nucho’s Everyday Sectarianism in Urban Lebanon: Infrastructures, Public 
Services and Power challenge familiar notions, focusing on how the Lebanese 
use state and power structures to exercise their own power in everyday inter-
actions.71 Together, these historical and anthropological works shift our 
focus to marginalised inhabitants of Lebanon and narrate additional stories 
of that country.

The need to explain Lebanon’s so-called propensity for violence also 
directs works dedicated to minority populations, such as the Druze.72 At 
the same time, influential histories that focus on Lebanon’s violence have 
ignored populations that have not played a substantial role in propagating 
or maintaining conflict. This is certainly true for the Armenian inhabitants 
of the country. A celebrated history of Lebanon, Kamal Salibi’s A House of 
Many Mansions, mentions the Armenians five times, always as outliers and 
outsiders, failing to consider their presence or contributions as active mem-
bers of Lebanese society.73 Salibi claimed Armenians did not share Arabic 
as a ‘common language’ or ‘an Arab way of life’, as if substantiating his 
own refusal to consider Armenians as active members of Lebanese society.74 
While he identified Armenians as a non-Arab and therefore non-local refugee 
population, relegating them as present yet absent from making any meaning-
ful impact onto the country’s history, another classic, Fawwaz Traboulsi’s 
A History of Modern Lebanon, failed to mention Armenians at all.75 This is 
doubly problematic as his history consciously seeks to address the gaps of 
previous historical scholarship on Lebanon.76

In sum, even when Armenians are mentioned by historians of Lebanon, 
they are solely viewed as a refugee population, as outsiders. In a fascinating 
but problematic twist, this reinforces Armenian historiography’s construction 
of Armenians in the region as a victimised population apart. These two histo-
riographies, the Lebanese and the Armenian, therefore treat Armenians in a 
complementary way. As a result, both historiographies impose an exclusively 
diasporic reading of Armenian history, never quite considering Armenians, 
regardless of their present locale, as being really linked with and belonging 
to anywhere other than the imagined homeland. This fails to consider the 
contribution of Armenians in and to Lebanon, apart from and in addition to 
a larger Armenian diasporic community. It also strips Armenians in Lebanon 
of their agency, failing to consider their presence in the country beyond 
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being victims of the genocide – and all of this despite the fact that the French 
Mandate government extended citizenship rights to the Armenians in 1926, 
meaning that Armenians were allocated rights and restrictions as an official 
Lebanese sect.

While this book explores Lebanese Armenians, its ultimate aim is not 
to insert an Armenian story within a national Lebanese one, let alone to 
lionise the contributions Armenians have made to Lebanon.77 I do not seek 
to merely include yet another ethno-religious group within the history of 
Lebanon. Armenians Beyond Diaspora does not attempt to make the Lebanese 
history fuller, or more complete. Rather, I contend that scholars have hith-
erto ignored everyday engagements amongst Lebanese, including Armenians, 
focused as they have been on exploring, and viewing, Lebanon as a conflict-
prone state. My study of how Armenians lived in Lebanon in the 1940s and 
1950s challenges these overall conceptions about Lebanon. As important, 
it advances additional methods for viewing the inhabitants of Lebanon, 
Armenians and non-Armenians alike, and expanding our understandings of 
Lebanon, diaspora and the Cold War in the Middle East. These interrelated 
analyses offer new ways to narrate these fields of study, not only by bringing 
marginalised groups into the fore, but also by looking at notions of power 
articulated in everyday life. When and where Armenians Beyond Diaspora 
considers state power, it does so while focusing on everyday struggles for 
power. These actors both used state power and circumvented it, established 
local institutions that often engaged in transnational activities, and were at 
once targets of Cold War proxy warfare and able to exploit the competition 
amongst the superpowers to claim their authority amongst other inhabitants.

As this discussion demonstrates, the fields of Armenian studies and 
Lebanese historiography do not consider that Armenians ‘fit’ their subjects. 
So – where and how do Armenians fit? Again, I am not seeking to pry open 
a field in order to insert Armenian actors into it, thus rendering it more 
‘complete’. Armenians Beyond Diaspora contends that there is no idealised 
history that is to be pursued. Moreover, it cautions against so-called ‘cor-
rective histories’ that buttress nationalist understandings of a community’s 
contributions. Armenians in Lebanon created and participated in an active 
political life that has never been represented in scholarship on its own terms 
without being connected to a story of victimhood, a real or imagined faraway 
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homeland or other Armenian communities. This presents a valuable oppor-
tunity to challenge these representations and perhaps more significantly, to 
enhance our understandings of early post-colonial, Cold War Lebanon and 
the inhabitants who engaged with local, regional and transnational powers 
during this period, and in so doing, articulated an agency of their own. 
Considering these histories necessarily frees Armenians from the marginalised 
periphery of history books, diasporic accounts and nationalist renderings. It 
likewise helps us understand Armenians not simply as victims but, rather, 
as actors, irrespective of their tragic past, statelessness and shallow historical 
footprint in Lebanon. And it advances the notion that Lebanon, and Beirut 
more specifically, was simultaneously an Armenian centre as much as it has 
been understood as an Arab and Lebanese one. In this way, these findings 
contribute to and complicate existing studies of Lebanon, Beirut and the 
Middle Eastern region more broadly.

Cold War Histories

In an effort to locate missing histories during the Cold War era, recent trends 
in international history have pointed to the Middle East, where a fascinating 
array of actors engaged with Cold War superpowers below and beyond the 
state level. These local and transnational histories have produced additional 
ways to understand how the Cold War affected and was used by regular 
people.78 These encounters add to the more familiar stories of the region 
that focus on Gamal Abdel Nasser, the non-Alignment movement and how 
Egypt’s president engaged with Western powers and the USSR. They also 
contribute to stories that centre on the overthrow and public execution of the 
Iraqi King Faisal II in 1958, the establishment of the United Arab Republic 
that same year and its fall in 1963, and how the governments of Jordan and 
Lebanon attempted to dissipate the ensuing tension in 1958 and after.79

Still, these newer works continue to view the period as a contest for 
supremacy between local, regional and international powers, and not neces-
sarily amongst the inhabitants of the region, or amongst the more marginal 
members of society.80 And even though these revisions have at least resulted 
in Lebanon being considered more of a player in this period than in the past 
(and linked Lebanon to transnational studies on the global drug trade), they 
continue in the worn vein of attempting to understand the ‘inevitable’ break-
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down of civil society in the 1975 civil war.81 Unsurprisingly, no attention 
has been paid to how Armenian inhabitants of the region, already ignored 
in national historiographies, engaged with the tension enacted by Cold War 
powers and became Cold War players themselves. Armenians Beyond Diaspora 
contributes to studies on the interface between the Cold War and the region 
by addressing exactly this issue: by demonstrating how marginal actors – in 
this particular case Armenians – used and were used by the state and greater 
powers in their local struggles for power.

Diaspora Studies

Finally, a word is due about Diaspora Studies. This scholarly field has adapted 
to focus on the multiple attachments displayed and experienced by popula-
tions both transnationally and locally.82 These innovative studies recognised 
how Armenians inhabited both local and transnational spaces – often simul-
taneously – moving away from the more rigid associations of traumatic dis-
persal and expanding beyond the Jewish, Armenian and Greek ‘ideal types’.83 
And yet, viewing Armenians in Lebanon as solely a diasporic community 
misses additional power dimensions articulated by members of this com-
munity.84 As Armenians Beyond Diaspora demonstrates, Beirut – as well as 
Lebanon – was an especially salient node for intra-Armenian struggles for 
power and informed local, regional and global experiences. This particularity 
allowed Armenians to make Lebanon an Armenian global centre, partly due 
to the historical role Beirut enjoyed from the late nineteenth century onward, 
along with the configuration of the Lebanese state that recognised Armenians 
as one of the seventeen sects and therefore privileged their confessional elites. 
Accordingly Armenians Beyond Diaspora demonstrates the categorisation of 
the Armenian diasporic community, something that is often occluded in 
studies of diaspora. This story therefore challenges the homogenising aspect 
of ‘diaspora’ as an experience and study, while contributing to studies that 
highlight the plurality of diasporas and the struggle to move diaspora theory 
‘forwards’.85

In drawing attention to how Armenians in Lebanon imagined and 
constructed a categorisation of Armenian communities worldwide, mark-
ing themselves as the source of authority, Armenians Beyond Diaspora also 
reveals new sites of power and power struggles, challenging the positionality 
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of historic centres of Armenian authority, such as Istanbul and even the 
Armenian Republic.86 Istanbul had served as the centre of Armenian power 
due to its existence as the imperial capital, the power afforded by the Ottoman 
state upon the Armenian Patriarchate, how that institution exercised power 
and its historic connection to the Armenian provinces and population in 
Anatolia, the remnants of a historic Armenia.87 Reorienting the centre for 
Armenian life from its historic centre in the Ottoman Empire, Istanbul, to 
Beirut, in the Lebanese nation-state, also questions the scholarly categorisa-
tions in works on Armenians.88

Understanding the power struggles profiled in Armenians Beyond 
Diaspora transforms histories of Lebanon, Armenians and the greater Middle 
East. They demonstrate that the creation and maintenance of Beirut as the 
centre for Armenian power was not just a consequence of the Ottoman defeat 
in World War I and the Armenian Genocide. Rather, it was a reflection of 
how Armenian individuals, institutions, political parties, as Lebanese citizens, 
state officials and political actors made it so. In addition, such an understand-
ing begs the question of why one should analyse the activities of Armenians in 
Lebanon through the activity of Armenians in other locales? This positioning 
both reifies the nation-state and fixes the identification of Armenians, thus 
divorcing them from individual activities, their locales or transnational and 
global concerns.

Almost always connecting Armenians to an external homeland, whether 
real or imagined, Diaspora Studies flatten the experiences of Armenians 
in Lebanon and homogenise them, connecting them to a larger Armenian 
community that exists beyond Lebanon.89 Situating Armenians exclusively 
within Diaspora Studies almost by necessity ignores, or at least smoothens, 
differences amongst Armenians within a particular location. They posit a 
more unified experience amongst Armenians, indeed helping to textually 
produce that experience. But they fail to consider Armenians’ everyday 
engagements, entanglements and confrontations, for instance in Lebanon 
where they became part of local life.90 They also assume that Armenians in 
Lebanon do not meaningfully interact with, and create long-term relation-
ships with, non-Armenians. In this sense, studies of Armenians as a diaspora 
treat their subject in a self-referential way. They assume that an internally-
developed Armenian identity trumps all. Interrelations with others, here 
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Lebanese, come to matter only by way of background, not as a central 
dimension of Armenian life.

Moreover, many works in Diaspora Studies push us to understand 
Armenians as sharing, fundamentally, a singular experience, as if identify-
ing or being identified as an ethnic group guarantees a shared experience 
irrespective of specific history, location and agency.91 I am not denying the 
connections between Armenians in Lebanon and elsewhere, of course. The 
transnational nature of certain Armenian institutions in Lebanon helped 
them claim power outside of the nation-state’s borders, in effect challenging 
the authority of the nation-state.92 But we cannot simply view Armenians’ 
experiences in Lebanon solely through the lens of a diasporic connection, 
for this approach by itself limits the historical lessons we can draw from their 
experiences.93 Exclusively diasporic understandings of Armenians also render 
the lives of those included within the categorisation as one of tension: being 
in one place, but thinking of another.94 It is quite ironic that, were we to 
focus on Lebanese Armenians’ connections to other Armenian communities 
worldwide, we would in fact narrow our understanding of them.

By searching for connections to a homeland or to other Armenians – and 
being built on the assumption that those connections are the most fundamen-
tal trait of an ethnic group – Diaspora Studies can fail to consider when and 
why Armenians in Lebanon leveraged their diasporic identity as a political 
power tool vis-à-vis internal rivals, regional ones and larger global powers.95 
In this way, Armenians in Lebanon, articulated a diaspora identity that was 
neither oppressed nor alienated within the hostland.96 In fact, Armenians 
Beyond Diaspora demonstrates that at certain moments, they manoeuvred 
the socio-political sphere in Lebanon to the extent that they dominated it. 
These tactics used the rhetoric of the homeland and of the Armenian nation 
to mark and increase power. But this does not mean that either were present 
as a presumably ‘natural’ unit. Rather, time and again, they were used and 
constructed in very specific contexts.
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