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Abstract 

The purpose of this study is to delve into the role of identity, an identity that is 

constantly in change in an every-changing national context.  In this text I have 
studied the Armenian community of Ethiopia.  A community that was once very 
strong and influential, a community that has made a considerable impact on the 

Ethiopian society over the years. This is a community that takes great pride in 
themselves, yet, at the same time has integrated into whichever society that they 

have settled into.  The Ethio-Armenian community has maintained their core 
identity and at the same time absorbed the host society's customs and 
cultures.  They are a unique community where most refer to themselves as 100% 

Armenian and at the same time 100% Ethiopian. This study explores a community 
that not too many people are aware of in a third world country. 

Keywords: Ethiopia, Ethio-Armenians, Ethiopian-Armenians, Diaspora, Armenians, 

Identity, Culture 
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1. Introduction 

What I find interesting in anthropology is migration in particular – how it affects culture and erases 

ethnic boundaries. What I find most interesting are just those groups that find themselves in the middle, 

the ones one never thinks of: those that live in our midst – the groups that prove to be exceptional. My 

interest in social anthropology has always been in those areas that concern migration, culture and 

contemporary ethnicity. How people move, how cultures are changed by people in motion. I myself 

have roots in Ethiopia, a country that is most often connected with poverty or enigmatic Rastafarian-

mystique. To write about Armenians in Ethiopia can seem rather far-fetched to the uninitiated, but I 

realized directly that this was what I wanted to write about. I have on a number of occasions gone by 

the Armenian Church in Addis Ababa but never considered why it is situated there, or even thought at 

all why there should be Armenians in Ethiopia; shouldn’t they be in Armenia? When we began reading 

about the Armenian diaspora in the A-course the pieces started falling into place. And the more I looked, 

the more information I also found about the diaspora, except those supposedly living in Ethiopia. One 

answer I obtained was that they had been dead for a long time. In an Armenian forum on the Internet 

they laughed at my question and answered that there are no black Armenians. 

I decided to find out what the situation was. What came out of my search was a picture of a very little 

Diaspora on the verge of extinction, one which had once been very alive but will hardly survive much 

longer. This made me even more interested. What had happened? Why had they suddenly become so 

few, and where are the remaining Armenians today? The Armenian diaspora has been documented a 

number of times, with the exception of the group in Ethiopia. One has most often chosen to document 

the Diasporas that have taken root in what we call the West. Those groups among the dispersed which 

choose to settle in other places are forgotten. Even for many Armenians in the diaspora, the Ethiopian 

group is forgotten, despite the fact that the first Armenians came to Ethiopia already in the 16th century. 

More followed at the end of the 19th century, and in connection with the Armenian genocide the 

Armenian population was reduced to just over one thousand. But today there are few Armenians in 

Ethiopia, and many Ethiopians have forgotten the role that the Armenians have played through the years. 

Ethiopia’s Armenians belong to the past, though no one has investigated what happened: there is very 

little research on diasporas in the Third World. The focus on Ethiopia has been on other levels: that it is 

a country with an extremely rich and old history influenced by many different peoples is unknown. That 

there exist Swedes with different backgrounds is for most people not particularly strange; but it is more 

difficult to understand that – not only in the West – there are groups of people who do not live up to the 

stereotype. 
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1.1. Aim and problematique 

The aim of the present essay is to shine light on a particular diaspora and its specific history in a 

particular society. If there have been Armenians in Ethiopia for the last 150 years, how have they 

managed to maintain their identity? How do they view themselves; and what are the factors that 

reproduce the group as a community? Have they influenced the Ethiopian community, and has it, in 

changing, in any way influenced them? My question is the following: How have the Armenians in 

Ethiopia managed to retain their identity despite their low numbers and the social context in which they 

have found themselves? 

1.2. Method 

I knew that there are groups of foreigners in Ethiopia who have lived there for generations and have 

been integrated into Ethiopian society, in particular the Italian group. It was impossible to find certain 

literature, and what I found on the Internet was not directly of value, though it did give me a couple of 

names to begin with, as well as a picture of a very little but nevertheless extant [sub]diaspora in Ethiopia. 

The only real literature that was available was an old collection of articles by Richard Pankhurst called 

The History of Ethiopian-Armenian Relations, which was first published in three issues of the journal 

Revue des études Armeniennes. It gave a good picture of the situation up to 1935; but since then nothing 

has been written. In order to learn more, I had to go to Ethiopia. For four weeks in November–December 

of 2005 I carried out a short field study in Addis Ababa. There I visited the Armenian community and 

obtained a rather good insight into what it is like and its history through visits to both the Armenian 

Church and the Armenian club. In this study I shall first give an historical background where I sketch 

Ethio-Armenian history. This historical background also takes up a part of the Armenian diaspora in 

itself, and what characterizes a diaspora. Then follow some interviews. Taped conversations and 

interviews constitute a large part of the sources in my study. Due to the lack of literary sources the oral 

sources have been crucial. I have chosen three interviews which I believe together give a good picture 

of the situation today. Then I present an analysis of the Ethio-Armenian identity as well as the results I 

arrived at. The study also contains a few pictures that I took during my field study. 
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2. Historical Background 

2.1. Ethiopia 

The area of Ethiopia is 2.5 times that of Sweden. The capital is Addis Ababa, which in the country’s 

official language Amharic means “the new flower”. The population of Ethiopia is around 73 million and 

is made up of more than 80 different ethnic groups where 70 languages are spoken, though most people 

also speak Amharic. Other important languages are Tigrinya and Oromo. Christianity was once the 

country’s official religion as well as having the most followers. In recent years Islam has become the 

most practiced religion in the country, though the state has strongest connections to the Ethiopian 

Orthodox Church. Ethiopia is, according to several international organs such as the UN and the World 

Bank, one of the world’s poorest countries. 

Ethiopia has a unique position among African states. With the exception of the Italian occupation of the 

country between 1935 and 1941 and in connection with the Second World War, Ethiopia has never been 

under any colonial control. The history of the country has been both long and uneasy, and has been 

characterized by war, natural disasters and political revolutions. The country’s roots can be traced back 

to the Bible, and according to many sources it is the first Christian nation in the world. Up until the 

Italian occupation the country was called Abyssinia. Ethiopia was a monarchy ruled by the emperor 

Haile Selassie until 1974, when a military junta (also called the Derg) took power and made Ethiopia a 

socialist state. The Derg controlled the country until 1991, when the next revolution began. Power was 

then seized by EPRDF (the Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front), which still governs 

the country today. With EPRDF’s revolution Eritrea also became independent, which set a stop to one 

of the world’s longest civil wars. Their time in power has been marked by disturbances, with complaints 

of cheating at elections and new battles with Eritrea.  

2.2. The Armenian diaspora 

The word diaspora means exiled people and has its origin in the Jews’ exile from their historical 

homeland. The term has with the years also come to be applied to immigrants and political refugees. 

These are individuals who live in exile, most often with the goal of at some time returning home. If one 

accepts Walker Connor’s definition, “that segment of people living outside the homeland” (Connor 

1986:16), a diaspora can be rather broad, including both individuals and groups. I believe William Safran 

presents a better description where in one of his texts he lists the six factors that should characterize a 

diaspora (Safran 1991:83): 

1. The diaspora or its ancestors have at one time been forced to leave one area to live in two or more 

other places. 



4 

 

2. Concerning their homeland, they have maintained a collective memory (myth, vision) that lives on, 

which can be a memory of their history, the actual location of the homeland, or what it once attained. 

3. They live in the belief that they are not and never can be accepted in the country they presently live 

in. 

4. They see their ancestors’ home as their only home, which is the place that they or their successors 

shall some time return to when the situation has improved. 

5. They share a collective thought that it is their task to care for or re-create what once was theirs. 

6. They relate to this homeland in a personal way. The whole of their ethnicity and culture is defined 

from this relation. 

The Armenian diaspora is a group which has most in common with the ‘ideal’ Jewish diaspora. Just like 

the Jews, the exiled Armenians have an historical homeland and origin. They have been exposed to some 

form of attempted genocide, and many still live outside their home country. Here the Armenians and 

Jews differ from other groups that have also sometimes been described as a people in diaspora, such as 

the Cubans in Florida, or the Chinese with their Chinatowns in large metropolises. The Armenian 

diaspora is made up of a people who call themselves Armenians, and their diaspora is spread over all of 

the world’s continents. One third of the world’s Armenians live outside what is today the state of 

Armenia. Armenians are a people whose diaspora has existed for more than a century, even if the first 

group that Ulf Björklund defines as Kaghutahayutiun was not directly forced into exile (I shall return to 

this below). Nevertheless, they contributed to the transnational infrastructure that the later larger group 

(the Spiurk), that came into existence through the genocide of the Armenians in 1915, could make use 

of when they, as a bewildered generation of refugees, were forced into exile. 

In the new Armenian diaspora civil communities were developed which maintain connections with the 

homeland and its people in exile through a network of parties, schools, clubs and newspapers, as well 

as and mainly the Armenian church. These networks together tie the diaspora together and contribute to 

the transnational nation that the Armenians in the larger diaspora constitute. If one reconnects to Safran’s 

factors regarding what should characterize a diaspora, it is easy to understand how the collective 

valuations or the cultural conservatism that pervades the Armenian diaspora has been able to live on. 

The church is at the center of the Armenian identity, and cultural conservatism pervades all forms of 

expression in the group, from Armenian organizations and political parties to the media and an Armenian 

forum on the Internet. An Armenian whose family has for generations lived in Tokyo or Calcutta is 

aware of the same cultural origin as an Armenian in Buenos Aires. Even if they have never met, they 

have grown up with the same values and collective cultural inheritance. Ulf Björklund clarifies the 

nature of the trans nation in his book when quoting William Saroyan: “For when two of them meet 

anywhere in the world, see if they will note create a New Armenia.” (Björklund 2001:100). With the 

creation of the Armenian country after the dissolution of the USSR the dream of having their own state 

became a reality. Most Armenians in the diaspora have, despite all, chosen to continue to be a people in 
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diaspora, as they haven’t much in common with what is today Armenia. They share to a certain extent 

the same background and language with its people, but have during their long time as a diaspora 

developed their own cultural identity – a type of exile-nationality with different local variations 

depending on where one lives. 

2.3. The Armenians in Ethiopia’s history 

The connection between Armenia and Ethiopia goes very far back. More than anything, the orthodox 

Christian Church has been the link between the countries throughout history. The Ethiopian church was 

earlier a part of the Coptic Church, which has its seat in Egypt. According to Pankhurst, Armenian and 

Ethiopian monks socialized already in the year 300 (Pankhurst 1975:273). The churches also had close 

connections in Jerusalem. This led to a number of exchanges of monks and priests. For a while the 

Ethiopian, Assyrian and Coptic churches stood under the Armenian patriarch in Jerusalem (Yerevanian 

1966:18). Around the year 1339 the Ethiopian monk Ewostatewos made a mission-trip to Armenia, and 

after his death some of his disciples returned to Ethiopia with, among other things, an Armenian monk 

who had become their friend (Lang 1989:88). Maneos Armenawi1 was an Armenian priest who came to 

Ethiopia in 1521 and served as a diplomatic emissary for the Ethiopian queen Heghin in King Emmanuel 

of Portugal’s court. A number of Armenians served as ambassadors for Ethiopia when the two nations 

had several common interests, particularly as regards the growing spread of Islam in the area around the 

Mediterranean. The next Armenian that history tells of is Murad, who served in the empire and is best 

known for a church bell he took back with him to Ethiopia from Holland. Most Armenians in the country, 

before larger groups began to arrive, were businessmen/traders and monks. Up until 1875 many 

Armenians served in the Ethiopian court, mainly as diplomats in Europe and Asia, but also as artisans. 

It was first in 1875 that Armenians began to come to Ethiopia in groups. These people lay the ground 

for what came to constitute Ethiopia’s diaspora of Armenians. 

In connection with the Turkish genocide of the Armenians, due to the large number of refugees the 

number of Armenians in Ethiopia increased, the fact that there already existed a group of Armenians in 

the country making it a natural refuge. Ulf Björklund, in his text ‘Nation in Diaspora,’2 divides 

Armenians into two groups: the Kaghutahayutun and the Spiurk. There have existed Armenian colonies 

since the sixth century, mainly traders and their families (the Kaghutahayutun) spread out in many places 

in the world, Ethiopia included. Groups of Armenians who were forced to leave Armenia as a result of 

the genocide (the Spiurk) became the new large diaspora. One of the best known cases involving the 

 
1 http://ethiopundit.blogspot.com/2005/02/armenians-of-ethiopia.html  

2 The text is a chapter from “Armenier i historien”, a coming anthology. 
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latter diaspora in Ethiopia is a group of 40 orphans who 

were adopted by the Emperor himself.3 In 1935 the 

number of Armenians in the country was calculated to be 

2800, making them at that time the third largest foreign 

group of people after the Greeks and Indians (Pankhurst 

1981:399). I am unsure of the number 2800, since the 

Ethio-Armenians I spoke to say that the number was 

never more than 1500, which seems more likely. 

The diaspora’s high point was reached just before the 

Derg revolution in 1974, when the Armenians in Ethiopia numbered more than 1200. During the years 

between 1941 and 1975 Armenian life in Ethiopia bloomed. The school had the most pupils and Ethio-

Armenians were well integrated in the Ethiopian society. The Armenians were then mainly active in 

trade, and most of them had businesses of their own. In this way they constituted a very significant group 

in the Ethiopian community. At the time when the Derg took power, there existed in Addis Ababa an 

Armenian church as well as a school and a club. They all lie in an area between Aratkilo and Piassa,4 

which had earlier constituted Armenian sefer, which in Amharic means the Armenian area. Many houses 

in this area are built according to old Armenian architectural patterns. Many of those who afterwards 

left the country lived in just this area, and many of the remaining Ethio-Armenians still live there. 

Just a year or two after the Derg regime came to power the number of individuals was down to 120, and 

since then the number has only dropped with the years, mainly due to natural causes. According to the 

Armenian church’s books, between 1979 and 1994 nine Armenian weddings have been celebrated in 

the church. Thirty-seven children have been born, and there have been 55 deaths. The only figure to 

change since then is the number of deaths. The number of individuals is still today considered to be 120, 

but this includes people of mixed Ethiopian-Armenian ancestry, who are also a part of the Armenian 

community given that they consider themselves to be Armenians. The number of ethnic Armenians is a 

little more than 75, where the majority are between 60 and 80 years of age. 

 
3 This group, which in Amharic has come to be called Arba Lejoch, have played a large role in the survival of the Armenian 

community in Ethiopia. Just before the Derg it was estimated that half of the community were descendants from just these 40 

children. The last of them, Vagharshag Mardirosian, who was also the oldest of those coming to Ethiopia, died in 2004. 

4 Piassa was once Addis Ababa’s commercial centre in which the Armenians played a large role if one looks at all the activities that 

Armenians carried on there. 

A street in what was formerly “Armenian Sefer” 
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3. The Derg Revolution 

The taking of power by the Derg became a central factor in how the Armenians’ future in Ethiopia would 

develop. Most Armenians disappeared with the “brain drain” that hit the country when the Derg took 

power. Derg or Dergue was the name of the military board led by Mengistu Haile-Mariam,5 who 

deposed Emperor Haile Selassie. From being a monarchy, the country became a socialist state. The Derg 

began a campaign, also called the Red Terror, to crush political resistance to the revolution. In this way 

Ethiopia was deprived of a whole generation of educated young people. Tens of thousands were killed 

or tortured, and several hundred thousand fled to the United States and Europe. The Derg broke all 

contacts with the West and allied themselves with the Soviet Union and its allies. Most Armenians were 

traders, goldsmiths or factory owners, and many served at the Imperial court. Industries and businesses 

and all cultivated land were nationalized in 1975. Through a land reform every Ethiopian was given the 

right to cultivate at most ten hectares. When everything was nationalized by the Derg, the Armenians 

were one of the groups that was hardest hit, mainly from an economic point of view. For most Ethio-

Armenians life under the Derg became unbearable; though they didn’t belong to the Derg’s political 

opponents, the regime made it impossible for them to stay. 

Armenian property that was confiscated consisted of 156 houses and 15 factories. Other communities 

in the country, such as the Greek and Italian, managed better. The Italians had an agreement with the 

state, which meant that they were compensated almost at once. The Greeks are being compensated as I 

write – which has led to many of them returning to demand their property back.6 Many Greeks and 

Italians had citizenship in both Ethiopia and their respective homelands, which was an advantage, for 

then they could avoid the nationalization of their property by placing it under their embassies. In this 

way the Greeks could keep their school and club. 

 
5 Since Mengistu was deposed in 1991 by the present EPRDF regime he has lived in exile in Zimbabwe. A number of attempts to get 

the ex-dictator extradited have failed. 

6 One of the most prominent businessmen in Ethiopia is a Greek by the name of Bambis. He had his property impounded but could 

later demand it back together with compensation. Babis today runs Bambis supermarket, which is the largest and best supermarket 

in Ethiopia. 
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The Armenians at this time had no country or embassy, and most of them were officially simply 

Ethiopian citizens, without any official connection to Armenia, which was then a part of the Soviet 

Union – friends of the Derg regime. In the case of 

earlier crises, such as those related to the Italian 

occupation in 1935, other countries gave protection 

to those Armenians who had still not obtained 

Ethiopian citizenship. Both the French and the 

German embassies gave the Armenians without 

citizenship their protection, and they could therefore 

continue living in the country; and their property and 

businesses remained intact, though many buildings 

were plundered. The Derg did not distinguish 

between Armenians and Ethiopians, and through the years they became Ethiopian citizens, which meant 

that their property without exception fell to the state. 

Most Ethio-Armenians felt that they didn’t have much choice when they saw everything that they had 

built up through the years taken away from them, and they chose therefore to leave Ethiopia. Many 

fought to keep their property, but eventually gave up. None of these has yet been compensated for their 

losses nor returned to Ethiopia to begin anew.7 That the Armenians chose to leave the country was not 

a group decision; rather they left one at a time to find a better and safer future. Those who chose to stay 

had to start again from the beginning. One finds the largest colonies of Armenians with roots in Ethiopia 

today in the United States and Canada, and there is also a large group in France. None of the Armenians 

I have been in contact with in Sweden have their roots in Ethiopia. 

  

 
7 The compensation process with the Ethiopian state involves many more than the Armenians. Many Ethiopians in exile fight too to 

get back what they once owned. The compensation process for the Armenian community includes the old school as well as old 

buildings which once belonged to the community. 

Stairway in building that once belonged to the community 
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4. The diaspora’s infrastructure 

The Ethio-Armenian infrastructure can be said to have three cornerstones. Each of them played an 

equally large role in the survival of the group through the years: the Armenian church, the club and the 

school. Such pillars are not unique to the Ethiopian group. One finds a similar infrastructure in all 

countries that contain large groups of the Armenian diaspora. 

4.1. The Ararat Club 

The largest organization for Armenians in the diaspora 

has always been and still is the Armenian General 

Benevolent Union (AGBU). The AGBU was founded 

in 1906 and has its main office in New York. The 

chapter in Ethiopia was created in 1918. At that time 

there were also several Armenian parties and 

associations in the country. From these associations 

grew The Armenian Sporting Association in 1928; 

another Armenian sporting association was the Arax 

Union. A third group that was created in 1943 was the Ararat Sporting Association (ASA) and this 

association came to survive – within two months virtually every Armenian in Ethiopia was a member. 

Earlier, Armenians had not had anywhere of their own to carry out activities, but under ASA’s 

management they constructed a building close to the Armenian church. Built completely with the help 

of donations, it still functions as a combined cultural center and sports association.8 

The club, which is still in the middle of the area once inhabited by most of the city’s Armenians, has 

played an important role through the years, particularly as a gathering place. The Ararat Club or 

Armenian Sporting Association still plays an important role, though today that role is mainly economic. 

It constitutes an important source of income keeping the community’s activities alive, as well as 

supporting the continued existence of the church. The first one meets when entering the club is a sign 

saying “Members Only”. Earlier the club was only open to Armenians, but due to there being so few left 

it has been forced to open its doors to everyone. Its main activity today is the operation of the restaurant 

on the bottom floor. On the upper floor is the members’ locale. In the area of the club, or on ‘the 

compound,’ there used to be a tennis court, but it has been made into a football pitch. 

 
8 It may be added that on the 27th of November 1950 they met IFK Norrköping in a football match, which they lost by 0 – 1. 

(Yerevanian 1996:76). 
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4.2. The Armenian Community School 

Inside the club’s compound there are also some smaller buildings where the Armenian school now 

carries on its activities. After the merging of the National Ararat School and the Armenian Educational 

Center the newly formed Kevorkoff School was opened in 1932. Considering that the number of 

Armenian students wasn’t more than 170, it was not to be expected that two separate schools could be 

maintained in the long run. The new school’s name was that of Matig Kevorkoff, who was the man 

behind the union. One advantage of having just one school was that the quality of the teaching could be 

improved. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Most Ethio-Armenians who grew up in Ethiopia have been pupils at the Kevorkoff School – which later 

became the Armenian Community School. Like the club, the school is financed completely by 

donations. And like the club, it is a source of income. The school was previously located elsewhere, but 

when the Derg decided that the Armenians shouldn’t have such a large school9 it was moved, and parts 

of it are today in the same compound as the Ararat Club. The small number of Armenian pupils has 

forced the opening of its doors to all students, irrespective of background. Today there are no Armenian 

pupils left at the school apart from a couple of half-Armenians,10 the majority of the pupils today being 

ethnic Ethiopians. The only connections to its past are that two of the teachers are Armenians, and its 

proximity to the Armenian club. Most Ethio-Armenians have chosen to place their children in private 

schools, so that they could then continue their studies at Sanford School, and afterwards hopefully finish 

their studies abroad. 

  

 
9 The previous school still functions as a school, but under the control of the government. Its schoolyard is situated directly behind the 

Armenian church. 

10 The teaching covers Grades 1 to 6. The Armenian language is no longer an obligatory subject. 

You can see the present school in the background The previous school that was seized 
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4.3. The Armenian Apostolic Orthodox Church 

The Armenian church is perhaps the most important contact point in the whole Armenian diaspora. Most 

Armenians around the world go to church regularly. Before the S. Kevorkof Church was built in Addis 

Ababa in 1928, services were held in a smaller locale 

close to the club. Money for building the church was 

donated by Mihran Mouradian in memory of his father 

Kevorkof Mouradian, hence its name. Its first priest 

was Father Hovhannes Geovherian, who came to 

Ethiopia in 1923 and served the church for 28 years. 

Although he wasn’t himself Ethio-Armenian since he 

wasn’t born in the country, he is nevertheless the 

closest to being an Ethio-Armenian priest that the 

church has ever had. Since then priests have been picked from outside, and have often been absent, 

whereupon one had to improvise the services with tape-recordings. 

At present Father Meron Sarkissian is serving as priest in the church. He is an Armenian from Lebanon, 

but comes most recently from the Sudan, where he served in the Armenian church in Khartoum. His 

family is in Germany. Father Meron came to Addis Ababa in April, 2004; before that the congregation 

had gone without a priest for a few years. During the Derg period, the congregation was completely 

without a priest. The cost of the priest and his lodging comes from income from the club and the school. 

The first thing Father Meron did was to renovate the church as well as the congregation’s archives and 

library. He sees the church as the heart of the whole community, and therefore considers it important 

that it functions and plays its role, but also that it preserves Armenian history, since the church is 

important for the Armenians’ identity. Father Meron is also responsible for youth groups (where he 

teaches the Armenian language and history) as well as different sports activities at the club. Working 

with youth is important for the continuing existence of the group and the church; some of the group’s 

youths’ function as choirboys in the church.11 

The Armenian church has always played a very small role in Ethiopia, and neither the church nor Ethio-

Armenians have been particularly involved in politics. However, ties to the Ethiopian Orthodox church 

have been an advantage when problems arise with the government or there are other problems of a 

bureaucratic or political nature. Just last year the church played an essential ecumenical role in the 

relations among the Orthodox, Catholic, and Protestant societies in Ethiopia. A large service was held 

there a while ago, where the Ethiopian Patriarch and leader of the Catholic and Protestant churches 

 
11 Father Meron lives in an apartment in a building beside the church. This house once belonged to the community, but it was 

confiscated by the Derg. In the stairway you can still see a sign in both Armenian and English about the people who donated money 

to construct the building. 
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participated. The service received intense media coverage. The Ethiopian Patriarch has also visited the 

church on the Remembrance Day of the Armenian genocide on the 24th of April. 
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5. Interviews 

While I was in Addis Ababa, I carried out five in-depth interviews. I have decided to present three of 

them. I believe Sevan, Vahe and Garbis give a good picture of Ethio-Armenians. All of them are part of 

the Ethio-Armenian community, but in different ways. I used a semi-structured interview form, which 

made the interviews in English very informal as well as flexible. The final texts have been approved by 

the people interviewed. 

5.1. Sevan 

If you start asking around a little in Addis Ababa if anyone knows any Armenians, Sevan’s name is 

often the first that is mentioned. The first time I heard of her was from a Swedish missionary in Addis 

Ababa, who got her hair cut at Sevan’s salon. Sevan Aslanian is about forty years of age. She was born 

in Addis Ababa and grew up in the Aratkilo area near the Armenian church and school. She is named 

after Armenia’s largest lake, and has always felt herself to be a part of a large Armenian family. Sevan 

only has good things to say about her childhood and upbringing. All of the Armenian children always 

played with one another; they saw each other at school and at the club, as well as in church every Sunday. 

It was a community where everybody knew everybody else and where people took care of each other. 

Even though the Ethio-Armenian group has kept to itself, Sevan still feels herself to be an Ethiopian: 

 

 

“This is home for me, I feel Ethiopian as well as 

Armenian. I mean, being here as an Armenian, we 

have lived here all our lives and we have taken on a 

lot of the Ethiopian mentality, so I can say that I feel 

both Ethiopian and Armenian.” 

 

 

 

Sevan went to the Armenian school. When she finished Grade 6 there were 15 students in her class, all 

Armenian. Today, Sevan is the only one of them still in the country. After the Armenian school followed 

studies at Sanford School, which is one of Ethiopia’s best schools. She left the country in 1975 because 

of the situation at that time, and studied a few years on Cyprus, later to return home and complete her 

education at Sanford. When the Derg seized power, Sevan’s parents decided to remain, partly because 

they didn’t want to start a new life somewhere else, but also because Sevan’s siblings had already 

married. They chose to remain when all the others left, and this is something Sevan has never regretted 

even if the time under the Derg wasn’t the easiest. Sevan and her siblings are the last in the Aslanian 

family that remain in Ethiopia. She has a nine-year-old daughter and three sisters and a brother.  
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Sevan has also trained in London to be a hairdresser. She is well travelled and very good at languages. 

While Armenian and Amharic are her first languages, she is also fluent in English, Italian and French. 

Her daughter is presently attending the French school, and she speaks all the languages that Sevan does. 

It’s hard not to like Sevan. She is very nice and easy to communicate with, and she is never far from a 

laugh. Her voice only sounds sad when she speaks of Ethio-Armenians’ future. She admits that there is 

little that can be done. She herself wants to remain in Ethiopia, which after all is her home. Sevan refers 

a number of times to Armenians in Calcutta. Just like them, Ethio-Armenians are far too few to be able 

to survive as a group. Who will take over after us, she asks herself? What will happen with the church 

and the club? Her daughter thinks she herself should make her own decisions when the time comes, but 

hopes nevertheless to be able to complete her education in Ethiopia and in the best of cases remain there 

like her mother. 

Sevan has always felt herself to be a part of the Ethiopian community. She realizes that the larger 

community and the people she meets on the street often see her as a ferenji,12 but, she says laughing, as 

soon as she opens her mouth people are forced to admit that she’s an Ethiopian. Even though life is hard 

in Ethiopia, she nevertheless feels that it is easier than in Europe. There isn’t as much stress, and more 

than anything Ethiopia is a community that Sevan understands. There is no other community she would 

feel as integrated in, and this applies to Armenia as well. The Ethio-Armenians have perhaps lived 

separately, but all the same their participation has contributed to the country’s present condition. She 

points out that many of Ethiopia’s main industries were once founded by Armenians, even if they are 

today owned by ethnic Ethiopians. Ethio-Armenians are a part of the Ethiopian community. They early 

learned the language and customs, even if they kept to themselves to the extent that they retained their 

own language and culture. 

“What happens to Ethiopians also happens to us.” 

According to Sevan what makes Ethio-Armenians unique is their solidarity. They have always stuck 

together through the years. In the Armenian community everybody knows everybody else. People take 

care of each other, and that is why they have survived as a group. Sevan has daily contact with her 

siblings. If someone doesn’t get in touch within a few days, you immediately phone them to check that 

everything is ok, even to check that nobody has left the country, she jokes. Sevan hopes that she will be 

able to continue to live in Ethiopia. She operates a hair salon which is very popular among Addis 

Ababa’s expatriate population. Apart from hair, Sevan is enthusiastic about music. For many years she 

had a band together with her brother. 

 
12 The word ferenji derives from French, and became the popular name for the French workers who built the railway between Addis 

Ababa and Djibouti. In Ethiopia the word is slang for all non-Africans. The same function is filled by the word farang in Thailand. 
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5.2. Vahe 

The first time I saw Vahe was in the Armenian church one Sunday. Since most of the people in the 

congregation were over 50, I was surprised to see a young man, and wondered who he was. After the 

Mass we met. He spoke fluent English with me, the next moment to speak fluent Amharic with someone 

else. That he also spoke fluent Armenian I then took for granted, which was later confirmed. 

Vahe Tilbian is 25 years old. He was born in Addis Ababa at 

the Black Lion Hospital. He is one of the few young Ethio-

Armenians left. Just like Sevan he went to the Armenian 

school. The number of Armenian pupils at the school had 

dropped through the years, and when he left, he was the only 

completely Armenian person in the class, the other three 

being half Armenian and half Ethiopian. All four in the class 

still live in Addis Ababa, and he meets with them socially. 

Altogether there were about 20 Armenian pupils at the school 

when Vahe was there. He remembers that they socialized both at and after school. Though the number 

of individuals was small, the solidarity was the same as before. Parents drove children to and from 

school and various activities. Vahe remembers his childhood as being good. He grew up in an area north 

of Piassa, where he still lives with his parents. After the Armenian Community School, Vahe continued 

his studies at Sanford School. 

Considering Vahe’s age, most Armenians had already left the country when he grew up. Vahe is an 

example of those who grew up during Ethiopia’s total isolation from the outside world. Despite this 

Vahe has never felt himself to be different. Even though the group was much smaller, the solidarity was 

the same, as was the Armenian identity. Often very small minorities are absorbed into the community 

of the majority. 

“No, honestly speaking, it’s as if it’s part of my identity so to speak to be of Armenian origin, being 

here, having so many Armenian friends, and in school so many half-Armenian half-Ethiopian friends. 

We are all mixed, always being together. Then I went to Sandford School and made a lot of Ethiopian 

friends there. I personally don’t feel I’m any different from other Ethiopians, because we all live here.” 

Vahe admits that he has lived a rather sheltered life. This he thanks his parents for; and he doesn’t think 

he would be the person he is if it hadn’t been for them. Vahe thinks that life was simpler earlier for 

Armenians in Ethiopia; they must have had more freedom. Even though he has led a sheltered life, he 

has never felt unsure or afraid in Ethiopia. As he expresses it, he had the opportunity to study abroad, 

and did so for five years in Canada, where he also received his BA. When he socialized with people 

during his visit abroad there was never any doubt where he came from. He has met many Armenians 
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from the diaspora and then his origins have never been questioned. He thinks only that there are some 

local differences between all Armenians in the diaspora, and he feels that they all share the same culture 

and have the same values. He sees himself as having more in common with the people in the diaspora 

then with those in Armenia, which he has also visited. 

 Most of his friends are Ethiopians or Ethio-Italians.13 He thinks he understands the Ethiopian mentality, 

which for many outsiders can be difficult to grasp. But he can easily identify with expatriates, for he has 

himself been one. At the same time as understanding all of the question’s expatriates come up with, he 

can understand the answers they receive from Ethiopians. To understand a mentality that lies at the basis 

of a culture you have to be a part of that culture. He sees himself as being a part of an Armenian 

community that is a part of Ethiopia. The Armenians are one of three such communities that are left, the 

other two being the Greek and the Italian. His contacts with the others have mainly been with Ethio-

Italians, perhaps because he is interested in music and the opportunities for playing were just at the 

Italian club, which in Addis Ababa is called the Juventus Club. The difference between these and other 

ethnic groups according to Vahe is that they have always lived in Ethiopia. Other groups have come and 

gone, but the Armenians together with the Greeks and Italians have always been there. When I asked 

which language is his mother tongue, he replies that both Armenian and Amharic are his first languages. 

Apart from very good English Vahe also speaks French and rather good Italian. 

The times outside of Ethiopia that he has felt himself to be different in relation to his surroundings was 

just because he comes from Ethiopia. Vahe is, like most Ethio-Armenians in Ethiopia, an Ethiopian 

citizen, which makes it more difficult for him to obtain a visa to various countries. When many of his 

classmates in Canada went for trips during the spring break to Mexico or the United States, he couldn’t 

accompany them. The visa-granting process for someone with an Ethiopian passport can take several 

weeks, and by that time the school break was most often already over. The most prejudice Vahe has met 

regarding his origins has been when he has been outside of Ethiopia. 

“You know, they look at your passport and they go … They look at your face and then again at the 

passport and they ask: Are you sure? [ Yes, that’s my passport; look at me, my face is in there.]” 

He has just come home and plans to stay in Ethiopia, despite several of his friends’ considering it to be 

a bad decision, and that there are many more opportunities outside Ethiopia. Vahe chose to return; it is 

in Ethiopia that he has his home and his family. The family in particular is important for Vahe – he could 

never leave one of his family behind. 

 
13 Italians from Ethiopia; most of them are descended from people left in the country after the Italian occupation in 1941. According 

to an oral report about 1500 people. They have their own club and school. 
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Ethiopia is no easy country to live in, and as he is unemployed Vahe lives off his parents. He wants a 

job but is unfortunately too well educated for many of the jobs he has been offered. He would rather 

wait than have to take some underpaid job just to pass the time. To work for the government isn’t 

enticing, and the work it provides is often very poorly paid. 

Vahe is unsure of his future. He hopes to be able to keep his identity as an Ethio-Armenian, but is at the 

same time aware that it is difficult. He would like to marry, but there are no potential marriage partners 

left among the Ethio-Armenians. The people who remain in the country are all related in some way so 

that marriage is impossible. He hopes to be able to get married someday, preferably to an Armenian, but 

it will be what it will be. Just like many other Armenians he places his future “in God’s hands”. What is 

interesting about Vahe is that he feels himself to be an Ethio-Armenian first, even if he should meet an 

Armenian from Armenia or from the larger diaspora, he would never class them as Ethio-Armenians. 

He only shares the Ethio-Armenian identity with those who grew up in Ethiopia. 

5.3. Garbis 

When I had decided which topic I would write about the first difficulty was to find sources about 

Armenians in Ethiopia’s history. Most searches only led me to a text on ABGU’s homepage, which 

didn’t give particularly much reliable information. Then, via the Addis Tribune’s website, I finally found 

an article14 about the Armenian genocide written by an Armenian who had grown up in Ethiopia. Garbis 

Korajian became via e-mail my first real contact with Ethio-Armenians. When I told him about my 

chosen topic, he became very enthusiastic, and I have a great deal to thank him for. It is primarily Garbis 

who has introduced me to people and taken me under his wing in meeting Ethiopia’s Armenians. 

Garbis was born in Addis Ababa in 1954 and grew up, just like many other Armenians, in the area 

around Aratkilo. He can trace his Armenian roots very far back in Ethiopia; the first Krajian came there 

already in 1852. Garbis’ mother, Zarig Hakagmazian, later Korajian, was a daughter of one of the 

orphans from Jerusalem adopted by Ethiopia. 

Garbis grew up in a large family with six brothers. 

They all lived in a large compound that had been 

donated to his paternal grandfather Abraham Korajian 

by the Emperor himself, as thanks for his faithful 

service to the Empire for 40 years. The whole Korajian 

family, including paternal uncles and their families, 

lived in this compound. Like most other Ethio-

Armenians, Garbis went to the Armenian school. The 

 
14 http://www.addistribune.com/Archives/2005/04/29-04-05/genocide_90_years_ago.htm 
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Korajian family mixed very early with ethnic Ethiopians, and in distinction to many other Ethio-

Armenians Garbis socialized just as much with them as with Armenians. 

“… however, intermarriage with Ethiopians was not widespread, although within a range for example, 

if I look at my own family, two of my uncles were married to Ethiopians. And their children are offspring 

to an Armenian and Ethiopian heritage. And they also attended Armenian school and went to the 

Armenian church and club, so they felt comfortable being Armenian as well as Ethiopian.” 

Garbis was one of the Ethio-Armenians who chose to leave the country when the Derg seized power. 

He was 20 when he left in June of 1975. The new regime made it impossible for him as a young student 

to remain. The nationalization hit the Korajian family hard, as they had invested large sums in properties. 

They also owned three plantations which were confiscated. Of everything they had worked for all that 

was left was a house to live in. Garbis was the only one in the family who left the country, though two 

of his brothers later followed him, as did some of his cousins. By applying as a refugee at the Canadian 

Embassy in Nairobi Garbis could come to Canada. 

In Canada Garbis started afresh. A new life in a new country without capital or possessions. It would 

take until 1987 for him to return to Ethiopia for the first time. The country he returned to was not the 

same. Most of his friends were no longer there, and most of what had been built up by three generations 

of Armenians was no longer there. Armenians were no longer welcome in the country, despite their long 

presence and everything they had done for Ethiopia through the years. What saved most Armenians 

from death was the fact that they had never been involved in politics, though many of them, including 

Garbis’ paternal aunt and her brother, were imprisoned. 

“… so there was this uneasy feeling of persecution, and a feeling of not belonging to a country where 

you had been for a hundred years and developed an empire of families and estates. They stripped us of 

that, and finally we figured that there was no future for us in Ethiopia.” 

Garbis feels that even if most Ethio-Armenians chose to leave the country, those who remained did all 

they could to keep the diaspora alive. Despite everything the Ethio-Armenians went through, the church, 

club and school still remained, even if the school had to be moved. Ethio-Armenians can thank their 

group’s fiery spirits for their success in surviving as a group. Garbis often names the Nalbandian family, 

who did much to see to it that the infrastructure would remain intact – that Ethio-Armenians, despite 

their small number, would be able to live on as a local ethnic and cultural community. 

Since 1976 Garbis has lived in Canada. He has two children and is married to an Armenian from Egypt. 

He has often returned to Ethiopia. Garbis’ mother still lives in Ethiopia, but his love of the country also 

draws him back. As he says himself, he wants to be included in the restoration of the country. He plans 

to stay as long as he feels that he has something to contribute. Garbis sees a future in Ethiopia. His 
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brother too has returned to look over his chances in the country. Garbis believes in Ethiopia; his family 

still lives in Canada, but he hopes one day to be able to bring them over as well. Everything depends on 

the future, which Garbis feels looks bright. Garbis thinks that the community that remains is strong; the 

group has survived a long time and is, according to him, far from dead. There exists a will in the group, 

and those who remain will not leave the country. Rather, more will return. According to Garbis, the 

Ethio-identity lives on outside Ethiopia. He gives an example: when an older man died his son came 

back to take over his father’s business. 

“I would say for now, still there is a torch that is burning, which is the club and the church and the 

school” 

Garbis is highly enthusiastic about Ethiopia and sees it as his country even though he has lived the 

greatest part of his life in exile. He will always have a connection to Ethiopia, and has made a codicil to 

his will that he wants to be buried in the Armenian graveyard in Addis Ababa. Garbis will forever be an 

Ethiopian of Armenian descent. 
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6. Analysis and conclusions 

A characteristic of the Ethio-Armenians I have spoken with is a strong ethnic and to a certain extent 

cultural awareness. According to Cohen a diaspora should even keep its awareness over a longer period 

in order to be classified as such (Cohen 1997:24). The number of Armenians in the country is far from 

that before the Derg. But the fact that that they have still not been absorbed in the majority community 

despite their small number, and live on as a community, is a consequence of an ethnic awareness and 

cultural conservatism. The ethnic identity has not weakened over the years but rather grown stronger. 

The Armenian diaspora in Ethiopia has not over the years created a new cultural identity but rather 

reproduced the one it always had. The identity has not disappeared in connection with a diminished 

number of individuals, for the identity is so strong that within the group it has reproduced itself 

regardless of changes in the group’s surroundings. 

The greatest consequence of the Derg revolution affecting the diaspora in Ethiopia was that the number 

of individuals diminished. They were no longer as many, and together they hadn’t as much capital. With 

the exception of two Armenian businesses no new ones have started in Addis Ababa. On Bole road there 

is the Nalbandian Pharmacy. The Nalbandian family constitutes the group’s framework. According to 

most people I spoke to, Vartkes Nalbandian leads the community. He is the deacon in the church, was 

the one who led the services when there was no priest. He also runs a successful business exporting 

leather, where the whole family works; the pharmacy is owned and run by his sister. On the Piassa there 

is still a carpet store run by the Karabian family, as well as a new souvenir shop, run by the Parshegian 

siblings. Below the Piassa one finds Dr Mesrob Sarkissian, who runs the Gojeb Dental Clinic.15 The 

Armenians who decided to remain continued with the work they had always had. Trades and professions 

have always been handed down within the group, and, according to Vahagn Avedian, project leader of 

Armenica,16 this is so for most people in the wider Armenian diaspora. These businesses are located in 

the same place they have always been, and the same holds for the church, the club and to a certain extent 

also the school. 

The Armenian identity has over the years only grown stronger, despite the change in the social context 

that the group has gone through. According to Hylland Eriksen, a particular identity must not only show 

itself to be resistant to change, but must also play a strong role during the processes of change which 

according to many would destroy it (Hylland Eriksen 1993:46). The church, the club and to a certain 

 
15 Dr Mesrob is the son of one of the 40 orphaned children, and one of the Ethio-Armenians with both an Ethiopian and Armenian 

origin. 

16 Armenica is a Swedish homepage that provides information about the Armenians’ history. 
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extent the school play a large role in how the Ethio-Armenians have been able to retain their identity 

and culture. 

The group lives on mainly as a community. It does not consist of a number of individuals who more or 

less know one another; rather all see themselves as a part of a group where everyone shares one and the 

same background and to a certain extent the same values. Since all are related to one another in some 

way or other, one could call them a large family; but they see themselves rather as a large community. 

This community is a part of a larger community that includes the whole Armenian diaspora. 

Björklund points out that the Armenian diaspora’s journey followed rather well-trodden paths 

(Björklund 2001: 104). The transnational nation that arose within the Armenian diaspora includes also 

Ethio-Armenians. Most Ethio-Armenians have educated themselves at the same Armenian places of 

learning outside of Ethiopia (within the transnation) at which many in the whole diaspora have received 

their education. They have never been completely isolated, but have had constant contact with the rest 

of the diaspora through all of the networks making up the transnation, even if those who chose to remain 

in Ethiopia after the Derg had greater difficulty maintaining the community’s contacts with the rest of 

the diaspora. 

That they have through the years seen themselves 

as a community has made their solidarity easier. 

That they as a minority turn to one another 

strengthens both the group and its external 

boundaries. The core of their solidarity is built on 

the people as a group being economically 

independent and having property in common, 

which in this case is the church, the club and the 

school, which I consider to make up the 

community’s cornerstones. It is at these places 

where the culture is practiced that the identity is 

created. The family and socialization are also contributing factors in maintaining the culture. Like the 

Ethio-Greeks,17 the Armenians have a social security-net, and a pension is paid to those in the group 

who can no longer support themselves. Of the income generated by the school and the club most goes 

back to the group, or as scholarships to pupils at school. The economy is important to maintaining the 

group’s infrastructure, which also constitutes a part of the solidarity. 

 
17 By Ethio-Greek is meant the Greeks who have descended from the Greeks who came to Ethiopia at the end of the 1800s. The group 

consists today of a little more than 75 individuals, has its own club, church and school. It has many similarities to the Ethio-

Armenian group. 

Doctor Mesrob Sarkissian 
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The group is involved in a number of legal processes concerning property (which also costs money) 

which they hope in the long run could fall to the community. Most of the people in the group are very 

well situated according to Ethiopian standards. Since several run successful businesses, live in houses 

and own a number of vehicles, they must be included in the well-off minority in Ethiopia, if one doesn’t 

take into account the foreigners who live in the country and the Ethiopians who have returned with 

capital. Those with children can afford to put them in private schools and even eventually send them on 

studies abroad. The group has a rich contact net. According to one source it was due to all the diplomatic 

contacts at different legations in Ethiopia that there were no problems with visas when anyone had to 

make a visit abroad. In the event of a future crisis such as war, the Ethio-Armenians wouldn’t have any 

difficulty leaving the country, in distinction to many other Ethiopians. The Armenian group can easily 

count itself as part of the Ethiopian upper class, by Swedish standards the upper-middle class, if it 

weren’t the case that certain families even in Sweden could be seen as upper class. 

The Ethio-Armenians define themselves as Armenians from Ethiopia. All the Armenians in Ethiopia are 

born there. Those outside Ethiopia have also been born in Ethiopia or have parents born in Ethiopia. No 

one I spoke to has referred to Armenia as their homeland. Rather they refer to Ethiopia, or as a young 

Ethio-Armenian expressed it: “the home of our grandfathers”. The whole of the Ethio-Armenian 

identity rests on their having grown up in Ethiopia, whose language, customs and culture they to a large 

part accepted. They identify themselves with Ethiopia. The country has over the years become their 

home, and even if they all in the first instance call themselves Armenians, there is also an Ethiopian 

awareness. Armenians in Ethiopia have for generations also married ethnic Ethiopians, and there are 

several individuals with mixed origins, but even here the Armenian identity has shown itself to be the 

stronger. Within the group they are seen as Armenians. What Hylland Eriksen calls ethnic anomalies, 

individuals who are “betwixt and between” two cultures, do not exist among Ethio-Armenians (Hylland 

Eriksen 1993:82). 

The factors creating their identity must be attributed to an awareness of their common historical 

background. The group, in spite of its diminishing size, has maintained a collective memory which has 

been affirmed. In order that the group not die out, which in this case would be the same as its being 

assimilated, they have seized on maintaining that which reproduces its identity. The church has always 

played a central role, which it does for all Armenians. They have always worked hard to see to it that 

the group’s infrastructure, church, club and school, remain intact. According to Hylland Eriksen, if an 

ethnic group is to maintain an identity during periods of change, an ethnic symbolique is required that 

refers to the collective memory that the group shares (Hylland Eriksen 1993:89). Through continuing 

masses in the church, through the club’s activities and through using the trans nation’s network by 

sending students to the diaspora’s sites of learning, they have succeeded in maintaining their Armenian 

identity, which in the Ethiopian context becomes Ethio-Armenian. The Armenian identity that is 
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maintained by the church and the retention of the Armenian language is called by Aram A. Yengoyan 

“Armenianness” (Yengoyan 1994:237). What has happened at other places in the diaspora is a “change 

from living in a community to a feeling for a community” (Yengoyan 1994:237). Björklund describes a 

similar situation among the young Armenians in France (Björklund 2001: 96). The situation in Ethiopia 

is the opposite: what Yengoyan refers to as “Armenianness” has rather grown stronger and plays a 

central role in the Ethio-Armenians’ identity. Those in the group who remain contribute regularly to 

keeping the infrastructure intact. Through regular visits to the church, a concentration on teaching 

Armenian history in the community, as well as offering Armenian to those who have not mastered the 

language are signs of a will to support the factors that maintain the identity. 

Ethio-Armenians do not see themselves as victims; what Cohen calls victim-diaspora cannot be applied 

to the Armenians remaining in Ethiopia (Cohen 1977:26–29). Even if they were hard hit by the Derg 

regime’s nationalization, it did not only affect Armenians. The group’s specific origin and its history in 

Ethiopia also contribute to the creation of its identity. Ethio-Armenians have through the years 

contributed much to the modernizing and development of the country. No Ethio-Armenian is slow to 

point out that it was Kevork Nalbandian who wrote the Ethiopian anthem during the time of the empire, 

as well as his nephew Nerses Nalbandian who wrote the African anthem, Africa, Africa for the African 

Union. Furthermore, several industries were built by Armenians, and they laid the basis for the process 

that made Ethiopia a coffee exporter. It is with pride that they speak of their history in Ethiopia. Part of 

the identity is also the language, Ethio-Armenians’ lingua franca should be Armenian, as is the case in 

so many other places in the Armenian diaspora (Björklund 2001:96), but most often I heard them 

communicate amongst themselves in Amharic. That everyone in the group speaks Amharic fluently 

means that they can communicate easily with their surroundings; but when they want to emphasize the 

group’s boundaries they can do so with the Armenian language. 

Solidarity in the group is reflected not only inside 

Ethiopia but also among those who no longer 

remain in the country. In 2001 a woman in 

California held a meeting for Armenians with roots 

in Ethiopia. The meeting collected 350 people from 

more than 24 countries, all of whom had come to 

share their Armenian upbringing. Ethiopian songs 

were sung and Ethiopian food eaten; according to a 

source this meeting was held completely in 

Amharic. The meeting was very much appreciated, 

and shows that there is an Ethio-Armenian identity, 

a certain diaspora identity within the diaspora. 

 ”Arba Lejoche” Addis Abeba 1929 , photo:  H. Boyajian 
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Marriages also take place between Ethio-Armenians outside the country, and in this way the group lives 

on, even if their numbers in Ethiopia are low. A new meeting for Armenians with roots in Ethiopia is 

planned for in July of 2007, this time in Yerevan. An Ethio-Armenian forum, called YetovHayer,18 has 

also been created on the Internet.  

6.1. Conclusions 

The strength of the Ethio-Armenians lies in their solidarity. Through maintaining their cultural heritage 

and the assets that have always belonged to them, the community has through the years created an 

identity that will live on as long as there exist individuals to maintain it. By constantly keeping the 

group’s infrastructure intact, an arena for identity has continued to exist, and the infrastructure also 

finances that arena purely economically. It is an identity that is constantly reproduced within the group 

through socialization and a common basis of values. 

The community’s days are numbered, since the small size of the group speak against it, and this is 

something that the Ethio-Armenians are well aware of. The majority of those who have remained in the 

country will surely stay for the simple reason that they have lived in Ethiopia their whole lives. The age 

of the majority is very high, and many are far too old to move and start again, as many did when the 

Derg came to power. Among the younger Ethio-Armenians there is no chance of reproducing within the 

group. Even if they marry outside the group, the Armenian identity must continue to be the dominant 

one in order for the group to be able to live on. This is not an impossibility, but in the long run the 

identity will cease existing in connection with the group’s doing so. 

The younger people in the group are more unsure of their future in Ethiopia, and certainly more inclined 

to move elsewhere. Virtually all Ethio-Armenians have more relatives outside Ethiopia than in the 

country itself, and with time this can be a decisive reason for leaving the country. 

The club, the church and the school cannot live on without dedicated individuals – but what would be 

the point in keeping a church if there no longer exists anyone to visit it? An influx of new individuals 

from the Armenian diaspora presupposes that they are basically Ethio-Armenians in order for the 

group’s identity to live on. 

To return to the quote on page 4: “For when two of them meet anywhere in the world, see if they will 

not create a New Armenia”.  This presupposes that there exist individuals who are willing to work for 

the group and its future. It is in this way that they have up to now succeeded in maintaining their identity, 

and constantly reproducing it through the years no matter what has happened in their surroundings. The 

 
18 http://yetovbahayer.pbwiki.com/ 
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Derg revolution strengthened the solidarity among those remaining, but at the same time the revolution 

decided the Armenians’ future in the country. 

My conclusion is that the Armenian diaspora in Ethiopia will within 30 years be but a memory. The 

solidarity will live on outside of the country, but if there is no immigration the Ethio-Armenian identity 

in Ethiopia could never live on. The group will probably never be compensated by the Ethiopian state 

either, and therefore a return migration is unlikely. The Armenians legacy in the country – businesses, 

buildings and perhaps even the church – will surely live on. Most of what was once founded by 

Armenians still remains, even if it is now owned or run by ethnic Ethiopians. The Armenian legacy will 

remain even if it is not referred to as Armenian, in the same way as we today in Sweden call pasta 

Bolognese Swedish plain food. The Ethiopian telephone catalogue is full of Armenian names, though 

they are today borne mainly by ethnic Ethiopians. The Ethio-Armenians still living in Ethiopia are the 

last generation of Ethio-Armenians. When they no longer remain, the end will have come for a several 

hundred-year Armenian presence in Ethiopia. 
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