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Ethnicity through Religion: Russian! Jews in Armenia

- Abstract. The major influx of immigrants from Russia in 2022 triggered another
process in Armenia's new environment. It was an unprecedented influx for Armenian

society in general and the Jewish community specifically. Although the number of
Jews among all immigrants was not large, they began to organize and develop relations with the “old” Jewish
community, revitalizing communal life. This led to a kind of “renaissance” of the Jewish community in
Armenia. Jews in Armenia are officially recognized as a national minority, but at the level of public perception
they are also an ethno-religious group for both local Armenians and Jews themselves. For many representatives
of the new wave of immigration, this is a result of a process of identity renewal following their move. The main
purpose of this article is to study the process of transformation of Jewish identity in Armenia, as well as the
reconstruction of the Jewish community. To do this, I try to answer the following questions: how Jews identify
themselves in Armenia; what factors influence their new identity; how their identity changes; and what are the
main patterns of these changes. In order to understand the place of the Jewish community in Armenian society,
it is necessary to discuss two things: on the one hand, the image of Jewish presence from historical times to the
present, from identity consciousness to community organization; and on the other hand, changes in identity in
the contemporary social context. This article is based on results from ethno-sociological research conducted
by me in 2022-23 with financial support from the Committee for Higher Education and Science in Armenia.

Key words: religious identity, ethnic identity, immigrants, community construction, Jewish community,
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DTHUYHOCTD Yepe3 Pe/lUurvio: POCCHICKHEe eBped B ApMeHHH

AnHOTauMA. BonbIIoi MPUTOK MMMUIPaHTOB U3 Poccuu B 2022 rojy cTa TOMYKOM K Hauary JPyroro mpo-
1iecca, CBI3aHHOTO ¢ HOBOM cpefjoif B ApMeHnH. JTo ObLT GeclperieIeHTHEIH MOTOK IS apMSIHCKOTO 001Ie-
CTBa B LIEJIOM H JUIS €BPEHCKON OOIIMHBI APMEHHH B YACTHOCTH. XOTSI YHCIIO €BPEEB CPEIN OOIIEro Yrcia uM-
MUTPAHTOB OBIIO HEBEJINKO, OHH Ha4YaJId OPraHN30BBIBATHCS — PA3BUBATh OTHOIICHUSI CO «CTAPOiD eBpEeHCKON
00MMHON U OXKMBIATH OOIIMHHYIO JKU3HB. B pesynprare 5TOro Hauasucs CBOCOOpPa3HBIN «PEHECCAHC) €Bpeli-
cKoif oOoumHBl B ApMeHnn. EBpen B ApMeHNH 0(HINAIBHO CYMTAIOTCS HAMOHAIEHBIM MEHBITMHCTBOM, OJI-
HaKO Ha yPOBHE OOIIECTBEHHOTO BOCIIPHUSIITUS OHU SBIISAIOTCS STHOPEIUTNO3HON TPYMIITON — KaK IJIsT MECTHBIX
apMsIH, Tak U JUIs caMHX eBpeeB. boiee Toro, Juisi MHOTHX NpeacTaBUTeNeH HOBOW MMMUTPAIIMOHHOI BOJI-
HBI 3TO Pe3ynbTaT Impolecca OOHOBICHH NASHTUIHOCTH Tocie mepee3na. OCHOBHAs 1eNb JaHHON CTaTh —
H3YYUTH IIpoLiece TpaHc(hOopMauy eBpeiCcKoil HIEHTHYHOCTH B APMEHHH, a TakKe Mpeodpa3oBaHus eBpeii-
CKOM OOIIHMHBI. JI71s1 3TOTO aBTOP MBITAETCSI OTBETUTD Ha CIIETYIOIINE BOMPOCHL: KaK €BPEH NAECHTU(PUINPYIOT
ceOst B ApMeHHH, Kakue (akTophl BIHUSIOT HAa HOBYIO MACHTUYHOCTb, KAK MX MACHTUYHOCTH IpeTepIieBacT
N3MEHEHHUs] 1 KaKOBBl OCHOBHBIE 3aKOHOMEPHOCTH B PE3ynbTaTax THX M3MEHEHHH. UTOOBI MOHATH MECTO
eBpelickoil OONIMHBI B apMSHCKOM OOIIECTBE, HEOOXOMMO OOCYIUTh JIBE BEIU: C OJHOW CTOPOHBI, 00pa3
€BPENCKOro MPUCYTCTBHSA — OT HCTOPHH K COBPEMEHHOCTH, OT CAMOCO3HAHUS JI0 OOIIMHHON OpraHU3aluH, a
C IpyTroi — I3MEHEHNS HASHTUYHOCTH B COBPEMEHHOM COLMAIbHOM KOoHTeKcTe. CTaThsi OCHOBAaHA Ha pe3yJIb-
TaTax THOCOIMOIOTHYECKOTO UCCIeI0BaHMs, MpoBeneHHoro B 20222023 rr. mpu GHUHAHCOBOH MOAJIEPIKKE
KomuTtera no BeiciieMy 00pa3oBaHHUIO U HayKe APMEHUH.

Kniouessie c/i0Ba: pelnuruo3Has uIeHTHIHOCTh, STHUYECKAs UIEHTHYHOCTh, IMMUTPAHTHIL, TIOCTPOEHHE
OOIIMHEI, eBpeiicKasi OOIIIHA, POCCHHCKHIE eBPEN
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Theoritical Framework

Religion, in addition to a sense of faith, provides people with a sense of meaning,
identity, and belonging. This has been supported by a number of theories, from Emile
Durkheim’s Elementary Forms of the Religious Life [Durkheim, 1995, 208] to more recent
studies [Bellah, 1970, 11-13].

Ethnic religious structures are where immigrants find a sense of belonging, value,
and refuge in a new land. Will Herberg’s research on Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish
immigrants concludes that religion acts as a “meaningful center of life”; it provides
immigrants with a “fundamental way to ‘fitin’ and ‘belong’” [Herberg, 1955, 11-12]. Reli-
gion is grounded in people; it helps them understand who they are.

Ethnicity is also an important basis for identity, meaning, and community.
According to the primitive theory of ethnicity, racial and ethnic differences were meaningful
and deeply rooted in the very nature of human sociality [ Van den Berghe, 1990, 47]. Ethnic
ties are an extension of kinship ties, and ethnic alliances form because they advance the
interests of those who are believed to share a common origin [Karapetyan, 1966, 36].

The idea that ethnicity is primary in nature is contested, but there is consensus that
ethnicity provides people with meaning, identity, and community. In fact, ethnicity, by its
very definition, is based on the idea of a group with a common cultural identity, language,
ancestry, and religion.

When the similar functions of ethnicity and religion are combined, groups that are
both ethnic and religious may have a stronger basis for meaning-making and cohesion.
Ethnic religious organizations allow people to find community and form both religious
and ethnic identities. Thus, particular ethnic communities may be popular in part because
ethnicity and religion serve similar desirable functions and serve as a more significant
source of meaning and group solidarity.

Ethnic religious congregations are significant sources of social capital for im-
migrants [Ebaugh, Pipes, 2001, 8]. Ethnic communities are well known for offering a
variety of services that facilitate the adaptation and settlement of immigrants, such as
assistance with childcare, education, and employment [ Warner, Wittner, 1998, 87].

An important point is to enter into an ethnic community through religious com-
munities. For immigrants this problem solution starts from negotiation of self-identity. It
opens a way for the main question “How does religiosity affect ethnicity?”. In this case,
“Does one feel more “Jewish” when practicing Judaism?”.

Here in this paper various observations and assertions of informants triangulate
with factual data and show overall patterns individual paths of re-finding national identity
walking though religious practices.

Methodology

This paper uses data of research project (“The Experience of Social Integration of
Foreign Immigrants in Armenia: Situation and Developments” 22YR-6A037). Here, only
one segment of immigrants was observed as a target group — the Russian Jewish immigrants
who moved to Armenia.

The research was carried out using document analysis and semi-structured inter-
view method. The quota method was used during the formation of the research sample.
At the same time, representation of the inclusion of informants was preserved by the cir-
cumstances of their involvement in the community, their position, as well as their gender
and age. Characteristic criteria of the studied group were determined as a result of the
initial survey and the pilot phase.

Several types of sources were used in this report: field research results, official data.
Official documents of the Statistical Committee of the Republic of Armenia, the Migration
Service of the Republic of Armenia, and the information system of the Border Electronic
Management were the official sources of the analysis.

Yet, there were limitations at the fieldwork stage. Considering the local charac-
teristics, we avoided the snowball method, because it would lead to a “closed circle” dead-
end. Instead, it was attempted to include informants from new groups every time. These
informants did not know each other, and involvement process was continued till the groups
started to “intersect”.
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The Presence of Jews in Armenia

There is a general opinion that there were already Jews in ancient and medieval
Armenia. “In the first century BC, the Armenian king Tigran the Great (95-55 BC) tra-
veled to Palestine to attack the city of Ptolemy. The siege of the city had not taken place,
but King Tigran left and brought captive Jews with him to Armenia, whom he settled in
Armavir and on the banks of the river Kasakh”. This quote from Movses Khorenatsi’s book
“History of Armenians” is the first mention of Jews in Armenia. [Khorenatsi, 1981, 276].

The second mass influx of Jews into Armenia, according to an Armenian historian
of the Middle Ages, occurred after the Armenians decided to support the first of the two
pretenders to the Jewish throne, Antigonus and Hyrcanus. Antigonus won, and King Tigran
settled the Jews captured during the campaign (about 300,000) in the city of Shamiram
(Van). This area later became a center for the development of the Jewish community.

The discovery and excavation of a thirteenth-century Jewish cemetery in southern
Armenia also confirms historical facts [David, Stone, 2002, 66]. Drs. Stone and Topchian
are collecting evidence about the Jews of Armenia from ancient times to the fourteenth
century. Based on research from the Greco-Roman period, the authors draw conclusions
about the migration of Jews from northern Palestine and other countries to Armenia by
King Tigran the Great in the first century BC [Stone, 2022, 23].

Such is the fragmentary information about the first Jews who appeared in Armenia.

Since 1840 there were two Jewish communities in Erivan province: the Ashkenazi,
who came from Europe, mainly Poland, and the Sephardim, who came from Persia. The
Sephardim had a synagogue called “Sheikh Mordechai”.

By the early 1930s, however, only a few dozen people from these communities
remained in Armenia. Most of the Jews now living in Armenia are Ashkenazi. They mostly
came to Armenia from the republics of the former USSR. The first arrivals settled here in
the early 1930s, later Jews were resettled during World War II.

The next mass influx of Jews to Armenia occurred in the early seventies —
these were the so-called “otkazniki (refusers)”. In 1986, the Jewish community had ap-
proximately 3,000 members. During “Perestroika” period most of these people who came
in the seventies, mostly young people, left for Israel.

The next mass exodus of Jews and Armenian members of their families occurred
in 1992-93, during the blockade of Armenia as a result of the Karabakh conflict. Gersh
Burstein, chief rabbi of Armenian Jews, says that most of the people who left at that time
would never have left under normal circumstances: they were well-off, most of them were
doctors, engineers, entrepreneurs, IT specialists.

About 800 Jews live in post-independent Armenia, and their maximum number
has reached 1200 in the last twenty years. They are mostly concentrated in Yerevan,
Vanadzor, before the earthquake, also in Gyumri. In Sevan there is also a community of
ethnic Russians who practice Judaism. It is a small community, now consisting only of the
elderly. The last wave of immigration has increased the number of Jews by about 200 people.

Recent years RA accepted a large flow of immigration from Russia to Armenia,
which is also reflected in statistical data (Table 1). There were representatives of several
nationalities — Russians, Ukrainians, Belarusians, Armenians, Jews etc., who moved to
Armenia for various purposes.

Table 1. Registrations of RA border first entries and exits according to Russian
citizenship (2018-2023)

Entry/Exit Balance
2018 | Entry 684 014
Exit 673 264 10750
2019 Entry 855612
Exit 843 457 12155
2020 Entry 195 385
Exit 212993 -17608
2021 | Entry 495,646
Exit 479,526 16120
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Entry/Exit Balance
2022 | Entry 1129 829
65149
Exit 1 064 680
2023 | Entry (January—August) 1172 381 9246
Exit (January—August) 1164 135

Source: Border electronic management information system of RA.

Russian Jews are a small number in this stream — according to expert estimates,
about 200 people. However, this is not a small number if we consider their ratio to the lo-
cal Jewish population in Armenia. This is why they were able to make sense in the Jewish
community.

Jewish Community in Armenia: History and Renewal

According to the information provided by the informants, the beginning of the
formation of the Jewish community was set as follows:

“Until the 1920s, there were two Jewish communities here: one from Poland, the
other from Iran. But during the Armenian genocide in 1915, Persian Jews returned to
Iran” [ Archive of the Institute of Archeology and Ethnography of the NAS RA, N7 inter-
view, religious figure in the community, 61 years old, male, Yerevan, 2022].

Back in the seventies, in Armenia there were few immigrant families who or-
ganized gatherings of compatriots at their homes. At the end of the eighties was created
the Armenian-Jewish friendship organization “Arev”, which aimed to bring together Ar-
menian and Jewish intellectuals. This is what the Jewish community was built on, and
later officially registered in 1991, under the co-chairmanship of Hersh Burshtein and Igor
Ulanovsky. Since non-governmental organizations are forbidden to engage in religious
activities in Armenia, the Jewish Religious Community was registered a year later, with
Rabbi Gersh Burstein as its president.

Here are the three main community organizations that worked in the Jewish com-
munity: “‘Menorah’ Jewish Cultural Center” NGO, “Jewish Community of Armenia”
NGO, Jewish Religious Community of Armenia “Mordechai Navi”. They received state
support as national minority organizations. It should be noted that the amount of financial
support from the state is constant and equal for all national minorities. Later, we see only
one organization in the list of providing support, which is the “Jewish Community of Ar-
menia” NGO.

The community also operates with the support of American sponsoring organiza-
tions and individuals. The “Joint” organization implements cultural projects, food and med-
ical assistance for adults, and programs to help children through the Jewish religious com-
munity. The “Sokhnut” organization deals with the issues of those wishing to return to Israel.

“Jews live a good life in Armenia. The main thing is that there is no anti-
Semitism. It is true that our economy [ed. economy in Armenia] is not developed enough,
so many Jews — scientists, doctors, journalists and others — repatriated to Israel. Today
we don 't have such an active religious life, but we try to celebrate all Jewish holidays”
[Archive of the Institute of Archeology and Ethnography of the NAS RA, N3 interview,
cultural figure in the community, 53 years old, female, Yerevan, 2022].

The changes began with the arrival of a new group of immigrants, which does not
make up a large percentage of the Russian immigrants of 2022, but is perceived by the
Jewish community as an unprecedentedly large wave of community replenishment in the
last 100 years.

Observing, we can say that the same mechanism by which the Jews renewed their
identity in Armenia also worked at the community level.

The people who initiated and made a big contribution to the so-called “renaissance”
of community life form two groups. The first, people who moved from Russia with the iner-
tia of community life and tried to restore the former life and found the “old” Jewish commu-
nity as a good social space for this (they were a very small percentage). Second, people who
had nothing but Jewish belonging and found the “changing” Jewish community as an oppor-
tunity to adapt to a new environment and reproduce their identity (these are the majority).
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The main axis of mobilization is community reconstruction, emphasizing the reli-
gious component, revitalizing religious life.

The national character of the community now seems to have a background pres-
ence, which the members of the community achieve through religion.

“Well, like many others, we met during one of the Sabbaths, we were just trying
to find new people, get to know each other, make some platform for meetings. It all ended
with the fact that we visit every Sabbaths now. Note that we are not Orthodox believers
and the religious services here are very close to secular life. After the services we also
meet at our jewish’ café” | Archive of the Institute of Archeology and Ethnography of
the NAS RA, N2 interview, entrepreneur, media figure in the community, 27 years old,
female, Yerevan, 2022].

Thus, we see that immigrants turn to religious structures, starting with religious
practices, at least for primary consolidation. Then the social area of maintenance and
development of the formed connections can be changed.

This contributed to the fact that the factor of religious people in the community
increased, even in relation to the community structures dealing with secular, ethno-cultural
issues. Of course, the fact that a significant part of the financial support from various
diaspora organizations or from Israel is transferred through religious structures also plays
a big role here. For comparison, let’s note that they are more than the support that the
national community organization receives from the government of Armenia, sometimes
it even exceeds it by several times. In any case, representatives of the Jewish community
have no problem regulating their expenses at the expense of membership fees.

Identity Transformations

The biggest change that happens with a migrant is the transformation of identity.
The more reasons and influencing factors there are, the more difficult it is to overcome
this process. Reconstructing identity is a long-term process that requires a lot of resources.
social capital, time, social space, belonging, the variety of different components of identity,
the possibility of choosing them, etc.

Many of the tens of thousands of immigrants who moved to Armenia were not
ready to face a number of circumstances. Their situation was aggravated by the high level
of uncertainty.

However, they faced a reality that posed new questions about identity. They met
that challenge in different ways. In their conversations, the participants of this study
discuss issues, negotiating their own identity. It is noteworthy that their thoughts and set-
tings are divided into before and after migration.

Below we will try to analyze the data received by the informants.

“In Russia, we tried not to talk about nationality or religion, it was a kind of person-
al thing that we knew but did not discuss. It was not even considered good manners. It was
more important where you were from, because that determined the attitude towards you.
Therefore, that origin became the most important part of our identity. For example, [ am a
Muscovite, that'’s how they know me, that'’s how [ feel, and more specifically, I'm from the
Zelenograd region near Moscow. That may not mean anything to you, but there it already ex-
plained a lot about who I was” [ Archive of the Institute of Archeology and Ethnography of
the NAS RA, N6 interview, newcomer in the community, 28 years old, male, Yerevan, 2022].

Often, they describe that never were focused on religious or ethnic belonging mat-
ters. While asserting that it’s not something that is not important for them, but it was a kind
of non-discussable thing. And religion is something of attribute significance.

“You know what, we are used to be different at home, but outside we are like every-
one. At home we are Jews, we professed Judaism, but outside we are citizens of Russia and
speak Russian like everyone else. It does not mean that I forget my roots or am ashamed
of my nature, on the contrary, I am always proud, because in the history of Russia, as well
as in the present, there are many famous Jews. But it s not customary there, you know, let’s
say it’s not customary to speak your language loudly on the street, or to dress in your na-
tional style, or to show your religiosity. That way, you will look more like a freak who will
be ridiculed, or thought that you are sending some message to the public, or that you are a
very conservative believer” [ Archive of the Institute of Archeology and Ethnography of the
NAS RA, N11 interview, newcomer in the community, 24 years old, male, Yerevan, 2023].
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“Many people say that here it is very similar to Russia, everyone knows Russian

and so on. But it’s not like that for me. I crossed the border of Armenia and everything
changed. Let me explain. before entering Armenia, we were Russians, that is, citizens of
Russia, Russian-speaking people, and to get to know each other, we asked ‘Where are you
from?’, ‘What do you do for living?’, and that was enough for us. And after crossing the
border, it turned out that this is not enough at all, moreover, these are additional informa-
tion about you, but they do not describe you as a person. To get to know you here, first of
all they ask ‘What nationality are you?’ ‘What is your religion?’ ‘What is your language?’
‘What is your homeland?’. And everyone asks: in the store, on the street, in transport. It
is unusual to talk, discuss, think about these things... But this is the context of Armenia’s
environment. And you know, gradually I started to like it, because it’s nice to feel that
you belong to something unusual, which is not only unique to others, but also something
equal” [ Archive of the Institute of Archeology and Ethnography of the NAS RA, N9 in-
terview, newcomer in the community, 31 years old, male, Yerevan, 2023].

During the interviews, the informants admitted that they were thinking about
identity and its different components for the first time. They were thinking in parallel. Of
course, it is normal for newly moved people, who still experience migration shock. So,
they were in the phase of re-evaluation many settings of identity.

“When I had just moved here, my Armenian friend took me to various places of
interest. And I was in an Armenian apostolic church and I was listening to the liturgy, 1
was interested. A woman asked me a question in Armenian, I said that I don 't understand
the language, she asked in Russian. ‘Are you Armenian?’ [ said no, she said. ‘So, what
are you?’I said. ‘Is it important?’ she said. ‘You came to the Armenian church, shouldn t
1 know who you are?’ 1 said: ‘I am a Jew, she said. ‘Well, since you re Jewish, why don t
you go to the synagogue? I know the place, do you want me to tell you where it is?’ 1
asked: ‘Can't I go to church if I'm not Christian? ’she said, ‘Of course you can, just every
person has his own nation and his own church’” [ Archive of the Institute of Archeology
and Ethnography of the NAS RA, N8 interview, newcomer in the community, 26 years
old, male, Yerevan, 2022].

There is a clear religious and national context in Armenia, which the informants
talk about. In their discussions, the emphasis is noticeable that, despite this context, the
environment does not prevent having a social, cultural or alternative context as well. This
phenomenon seems to guide immigrants who are still in search of social landmarks. The
environment itself offers such a field for manifestation, for gaining belonging, but the pri-
ority of religious and national self-awareness motivates the newcomers to find their own
preference. Logically, the first thing the locals point out is the immigrants’ own religious
and national characteristics. This phenomenon leaves a directive and isolating impression
on many people. But from the point of view of structural-functional analysis, this is an
attempt to provide appropriate niches in the social structure, where the criteria of appro-
priateness is the belongingness ascribed to each by default.

“You cannot go to a synagogue and not be a Jew. The point is that I did not iden-
tify myself as a Jew in every sense of the word. [ have never observed Jewish traditions, 1
do not know the language, I have never even thought about it. But now I want to connect
with the community, to know more people who share my status, so I go to the synagogue.
1 mean, 1 fully discovered the Jewishness in me, and now [ identify myself as a Jew. I can
say that the ‘guilty’of all this is Judaism, it brought me on this path” [ Archive of the Insti-
tute of Archeology and Ethnography of the NAS RA, N1 interview, cultural figure in the
community, 38 years old, male, Yerevan, 2022].

Based on the above-mentioned quotes, it can be described that the religious en-
vironment and religious structures in the Jewish community have become the window
through which they look at the new reality and their new identity for a number of new-
comers. They most often describe it as religious-national.

Conclusion
The main conclusion is that the religious identity of the Jews who immigrated
from Russia became relevant in Armenia. First reason is because the social environment
of Armenia has favorable conditions for this — it has a visible religious context, and the
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other is that Jewish immigrants need to join the local Jewish community. By doing so, they
solve several problems. overcoming the primary migration shock together with people
with similar stories, smooth adaptation to the new social environment, as well as belong-
ing and renewal of identity.

Here it is noteworthy that immigrants strengthen their national belonging through
religious identity.

In the Jewish community of Armenia, revitalization of religious structures is ob-
served, which leads to the change of the community image. Religious life opens a wider
field for the reconstruction of identity, in a sense replacing a number of socio-cultural,
ethnic functions.

BaarogapHocrts
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