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Abstract

This study examines the development of the Armenian diaspora in the
Czech Republic, based on narrative-biographical interviews with members of
the first migration generation. It highlights how identity and memory are
shaped and transmitted in a diasporic context.

Although small in number, the Armenian community represents a
distinct case of post-Soviet migration and cultural continuity. The study
explores key historical triggers — such as the Armenian Genocide, the 1988
Spitak earthquake, and the collapse of the USSR - and their impact on
migration trajectories and collective memory.

Using a narrative approach and framed by theories of transnationalism
and diasporic identity, the research shows how migrants negotiate between
cultures and generations. It also reveals the symbolic role of language, family,
and everyday practices in maintaining a sense of belonging.
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Introduction

This academic study aims to analyze the emergence, development, and
current form of the Armenian diaspora in the Czech Republic, primarily through
the biographical narratives of members of the first generation of migrants.

The Armenian diaspora in the Czech environment represents a specific case
of transnational migration: it is neither numerous nor significantly
institutionalized, but its members show a strong sense of belonging to their
national identity, historical memory, and diasporic consciousness. The study
attempts to grasp this community as a dynamic formation that is not only the
result of migratory pressures, but also an active strategy of individuals, families,
and communities in a new environment.

Special attention is paid to the role of memory and identity in the life stories
of Armenian migrants. The study examines how ethnic identity is formed in
exile, how cultural heritage is transmitted across generations, and how the
Armenian past is actualized in relation to current challenges. The research thus
does not only provide a historical or sociological reconstruction of migration,
but focuses on how people talk about their past, how they organize it, and what
meanings they give to it.

Terminological definition: diaspora, integration, witness

Diaspora is understood in the sense formulated by William Safran (1991)! —
that is, as a transnational community that maintains symbolic and cultural ties to
its homeland, shares historical memory (often trauma), and perceives itself as
partially isolated from the majority society. Steven Vertovec (1999)> develops
this concept as a transnational social field in which there is a constant
negotiation of identity between “here” and “there.”

Integration is seen as a two-way process that involves both the adaptation of
the migrants to new social norms and the willingness of the host society to allow
acceptance while preserving cultural specificities.® In the Armenian context,
integration often takes place at the level of everyday practice — language,

! Safran 1991, 83-84.
2 Steven Vertovec 1999.
3 Ager & Strang 2008, 166-191.
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education, work — while individuals maintain cultural continuity through family,
faith, and holidays.

The term “memoirist” here refers to first-generation migrants who share
their life stories and reflect on their experiences of arrival, adaptation, and
cultural anchoring in the Czech Republic. These actors are not only seen as
informants, but as authentic bearers of historical memory who help shape the
discourse on diaspora and migration.*

Theoretical framework: transnationalism and diasporic identity

Theoretically, the study draws on the concepts of transnationalism and
diasporic identity. Transnationalism deals with how migrants maintain
simultaneous ties to multiple geographical and cultural spaces.> In the case of
the Armenian diaspora in the Czech Republic, this involves a constant balancing
act between Armenia, the post-Soviet space, and Czech reality — both on the
level of emotions and values, and through language, customs, media
consumption, and communication with relatives.®

Diasporic identity is understood as fluid, multi-layered, and situationally
conditioned.” The biographical narratives of eyewitnesses provide insight into
these processes — how identity is negotiated, how it is transformed, and what
contradictions, continuities, and strategies shape it.

The Armenian Diaspora in the Czech Lands - First Contacts and
Historical Traces (until the 20" Century)®

Contacts between the Armenian and Czech communities can be traced back
to the early modern period, although these were more individual than collective
migrations. Armenian merchants and craftsmen moved around the Habsburg
Monarchy, especially in cities such as Brno, Olomouc, and Lviv (then part of
Galicia). Research shows that these contacts were more or less intermittent and

4 Portelli 1991.

5 Vertovec 2009.

5 Kamenick& Mezhlumyan 2018.

" Hall 1990, 222-237.

8 Based on research: Marta Mezhlumyan. The emergence and history of the Armenian
diaspora in the Czech Republic based on interviews with eyewitnesses 2025 and Kamenicka
Mezhlumyan 2018.
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did not lead to the creation of permanent communities. The Armenian diaspora
left more significant traces in the 20™ century.

Armenians appeared in the Czech lands mainly as individual merchants,
academics, or students. In some cases, their Armenian origin became invisible
in the context of assimilation or was overshadowed by another national or
professional identity. Until the 20" century, therefore, it is not possible to speak
of an Armenian community in the narrower sense.

The Armenian diaspora in the Czech lands — The first wave of
migration (1980s-1990s)

A more systematic arrival of Armenians to Czechoslovakia began in the
1980s and intensified significantly after 1988 in connection with the devastating
earthquake in Spitak. It was this natural disaster that led to the mass
displacement of thousands of people and created the conditions for the first
significant wave of diaspora. Another key factor was the collapse of the Soviet
Union, which brought economic turmoil, ethnic conflicts, and uncertainty,
especially in the Nagorno-Karabakh region.

Analyses show that the first arrivals were not a homogeneous group — they
included university students, migrant workers, asylum seekers, and family
migrants who followed their relatives. The common denominator was pragmatic
motivation — the desire to find a safe and stable environment for living,
education, or work. Often, it was not a planned move, but a series of decisions
motivated by crises in the country of origin.

So-called intermediaries played a key role in the settlement process —
individuals who became a source of support for new arrivals thanks to their
familiarity with the Czech environment. It is important to emphasize their
significance as “informal institutions” that replaced the role of the state in the
integration process: they interpreted, helped with housing, government offices,
job searches, and even with negotiating identity with the surrounding
community.

The Armenian diaspora in the Czech lands - Formation of the
community and its transformation after 2000

In the 1990s, and especially after 2000, the community gradually became
institutionalized. In addition to informal networks, the first associations and
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cultural initiatives emerged, such as Saturday schools for teaching Armenian,
dance groups, church activities, and regular cultural events. An important
milestone was the launch of the magazine Orer (1999), which established itself
as a transregional platform for sharing information and preserving cultural
memory.

At the same time, the community is diversifying internally — not only
Armenians from Armenia are coming to the Czech Republic, but also from other
parts of the post-Soviet space (Ukraine, Georgia, Russia), often with different
cultural habits, languages, and historical memories. The respondents'
statements capture the tension between different currents within the diaspora —
for example, the differences between so-called Eastern and Western Armenians,
or between those who emphasize cultural tradition and those who choose to
move towards integration.

The linguistic landscape of the community is undergoing significant
changes. Although Armenian remains symbolically important, it is often replaced
by Czech among the younger generation. Russian then serves as a means of
communication between individuals from different parts of the former USSR.
Research shows that language is becoming not only a communication tool but
also an indicator of identity — the level of knowledge of Armenian is perceived in
the community as a sign of being a “true Armenian,” which can create pressure
and tension, especially for the younger generation. It also plays an important
role in selecting a partner.

Integration strategies include both assimilation (especially among the
second generation) and diaspora mobility — that is, the ability to maintain contact
with other parts of the diaspora, travel to Armenia, follow Armenian media, and
engage in political or humanitarian activities. The community in the Czech
Republic is not isolated — it connects with the diaspora in Germany, France, and
the US through family ties, church structures, and educational projects.

Despite its relative size, the Armenian community in Czechia is often
perceived as an “invisible minority”® — it does not cause conflicts, is not the
subject of media stereotypes, and its integration is rather quiet. However, it
should be noted that this invisibility is not necessarily an advantage — it can also

9 A designation for a group of people who are in some way a minority (ethnic, religious,
social, sexual, etc.), but whose presence, problems, or needs are not visible, recognized, or
reflected in wider society.
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mean an absence of political voice and institutional support. At the same time,
however, it allows for a certain degree of autonomous cultural survival, outside
the supervision of the state or the expectations of the majority.

The research was conceived as an in-depth qualitative probe focused on
survivors of the first generation of Armenian migrants who came to
Czechoslovakia (later the Czech Republic) from the 1980s to the early 2000s.
The basic method of data collection was narrative-biographical interviews,*
which were used to gather their authentic narratives and personal life stories.

The interviews were conducted mainly in Czech and Armenian.
Respondents were asked to tell their life stories with an emphasis on moments
of migration, adaptation, maintaining identity, family life, and relationship to
their origins.

A total of twenty interviews were conducted with respondents who had
immigrated to the Czech Republic independently of each other, all during the
same initial period.

Identity, memory, and intergenerational transmission in the Armenian
diaspora in the Czech Republic

The Armenian diaspora in the Czech Republic represents a specific space in
which identity, memory, and historical experiences are reflected in everyday life
and intergenerational relationships. Biographical-narrative interviews show that
the construction of Armenian identity is not uniform, but consists of a mosaic of
individual experiences, family narratives, and strategies shaped by cultural
memory, migration experiences, and interactions with the majority society.
Identity and memory are thus interconnected and jointly determine how
individuals and families interpret the past, anchor themselves in the present,
and plan for the future.

Memory as a source of identity

The collective memory" of the Armenian diaspora is deeply influenced by
historical traumas. The Genocide of 1915, the Spitak earthquake (1988), the
Nagorno-Karabakh war, and the collapse of the Soviet Union are not only
historical moments, but also symbolic points that shape the sense of belonging

10 Fischer-Rosenthal, Rosenthal 2001, No. 24: 34.
% Herzig and Kurkchiyan 2016.
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to the Armenian nation. The stories of eyewitnesses often reflect experiences of
loss and threat, the necessity to leave home, whether for reasons of war,
economic hardship, or politics. These stories form a “memory repertoire™ that
is repeated within the community and becomes a framework for self-
understanding.

Memory has a performative character: through storytelling, identity and
relationships to both home and the new country are actively constructed. It is
activated through contact with family abroad, during cultural events or crisis
situations, such as the war in Karabakh.

Intergenerational transmission of identity and tension

The transfer of memory and identity*® between generations is a dynamic,
often tense, but also creative process. The differences between the first and
second generations are reflected in language skills, religious practices, cultural
customs, and the relationship to Armenia as a symbolic “home.” Language is a
key element: the older generation considers Armenian to be the bearer of
identity, but the younger generation often grows up in a bilingual or
predominantly Czech environment and has only a passive command of the
language. This linguistic difference can create a distance from one's own
identity, but at the same time it stimulates internal reflection and negotiation of
one’s own cultural heritage.

A complex situation also arises, for example, with bilingual respondents,
where it is difficult to distinguish the use of the terms “we” and “they.”
Although logically they should use “we” to refer to Armenians, i.e., themselves,
and “they” for Czechs, as members of the majority population, in the interviews
these designations were often swapped, even though the context usually made it
clear who was being referred to. In particular, informants who grew up or were
born in the Czech Republic referred to both Czechs and other Armenians as
“they,” and did not perceive themselves as belonging to either group, but
somewhere in between. On the other hand, Armen, who came to the Czech
Republic at a later age, consistently used “they” only for Czechs, and always
referred to himself as part of “we,” that is, Armenians.**

2 | pid.
B 1bid.
4 Based on research: Kamenicka Mezhlumyan 2018.
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Similar tensions arise in the area of religion and traditions. The older
generation sees the Armenian Apostolic Church as a cultural anchor, while the
younger generation often lacks a deeper knowledge of rituals and participates in
church life only during symbolic events® — weddings, funerals, or holidays.

Memory practices in public space

In addition to family and community life, public space plays a key role. The
Armenian diaspora in Czechia articulates its presence through commemorative
acts, cultural events, and media representation. Commemorations of the 1915
Genocide, such as memorial gatherings at Khachkars in Prague and lihlava,
have not only ritual but also political significance — they emphasize the continuity
of suffering, the need for recognition, and diasporic solidarity.

Cultural festivals, concerts, gastronomic events, and exhibitions of
photographs from Armenia serve not only to promote community cohesion but
also to present the community’s identity to the Czech public. Diasporic media,
especially the magazine Orer, function as institutions of memory, offering a
space for sharing information, interviews, commemorations of anniversaries,
and historical events. Readers perceive them as an active memory institution'®
that supports the preservation and transmission of cultural identity.

The current generation also uses digital media — social networks, online
communities, and campaigns allow them to connect with Armenian culture even
without physically participating in community life. This phenomenon of the
“digital diaspora™’ offers new ways of preserving and staging memory, allowing
for the aestheticization of cultural symbols and connection with younger
generations.

Conclusion

The study examines the Armenian diaspora in the Czech Republic as a
dynamic phenomenon in which individual life stories are linked to broader
processes of migration, adaptation, and cultural transmission. The use of a
biographical-narrative approach made it possible to capture the subjective
experiences of migrants who have established themselves in the Czech

5 Smith 2009, 42.
16 Sarkissian 2008, 57.
7 Vertovec 2009, 178.
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environment, especially since the 1980s. Interviews with eyewitnesses show that
Armenian migration was not homogeneous, but included different trajectories,
motivations, and strategies, influenced by personal, historical, and geopolitical
circumstances.

The key conclusion is that Armenian identity in the Czech context is not
static, but a changing construct, emerging from constant negotiation between
the past and the present. Members of the diaspora are not merely “bearers of
tradition,” but actors who shape their identity in response to new challenges and
situations. Identity is performative, fragmentary, and consists of memory
fragments, symbolic gestures, and selectively maintained cultural elements.

Memory plays a fundamental role in this process — not only as historical or
collective memory, but especially as mediated memory. Memory is narrated
within the family, ritualized in public space, aestheticized in media
representations, and digitized in the online environment. It serves both symbolic
cohesion and intergenerational tension, as different generations interpret it
differently and assign different meanings to it.

The family proves to be a key space for the transmission of identity and
cultural values. Women often act as guardians of traditions and narrators of
memory. However, the transmission of identity is not mechanical — it is
influenced by language barriers, generational differences, and different roots in
Czech society.

Intergenerational tension manifests itself, for example, in language and
religion. The older generation emphasizes the preservation of the Armenian
language and traditional values, while the younger generation often grows up in
a bilingual or predominantly Czech environment, which creates an ambivalent
relationship to their Armenian origins. Nevertheless, young Armenians often
actively redefine their identity, combining and transforming cultural elements
based on family memory and current social challenges.

Public space plays a crucial role as an arena for the symbolic presence of
the community. Memorial events, cultural festivals, media platforms, and digital
memory practices function not merely as representations of the past, but as
active instruments in its construction, dissemination, and reinterpretation. Such
practices enable to maintain community cohesion, articulate political positions,
and strengthen cultural self-confidence.
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Methodologically, the study shows that the biographical-narrative approach
provides unique insight into the subjective dimensions of migration that
guantitative methods cannot capture. The narratives of eyewitnesses reveal how
migrants perceive their past, structure it, and give it meaning in relation to their
present.

This study advances understanding of Armenian migration to the Czech
republic and contributes to discussions of diasporic identity in post-communist
and post-migration contexts. It highlights that diasporic communities emerge not
as static repositories of tradition, but as dynamic actors shaping their identities
in a transnational world.
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