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Armenian Christians in Iran

Since the 1979 revolution, Iran has promoted a Shi’a Islamic identity
aimed at transcending ethnic and national boundaries. During the same
period, Iran’s Armenian community, once a prominent Christian minority
in Tehran, has declined by more than 80 per cent. Although the Armenian
community is recognised by the constitution and granted specific privileges
under Iranian law, they do not share equal rights with their Shi’a Muslim
compatriots. Drawing upon interviews conducted with members of the
Armenian community and using sources in both Persian and Armenian
languages, this book questions whether the Islamic Republic has failed or
succeeded in fostering a cohesive identity which enables non-Muslims to
feel a sense of belonging in modern-day Iran. As state identities are also
often key in exacerbating ethnic conflict, this book probes into the poten-
tial cleavage points for future social conflict in Iran.

JAMES BARRY is Associate Research Fellow in Anthropology at Deakin
University, specialising in religious and ethnic minorities. He holds a PhD
in Anthropology from Monash University. His research focuses on the role
of Islam in Iranian foreign policy and supports the work of the Chair of
Islamic Studies. In addition to Iran, Barry has carried out fieldwork in
Australia, Indonesia, and the United States.
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Preface

From the outset, I have carried out this research using the ethnographic
field method. This involved learning the relevant languages (Armenian
and Persian) and spending prolonged periods of time in Tehran. There
were obvious difficulties in accessing the field given that Iran was under
diplomatic isolation at the time of the research, and economic sanc-
tions against the Islamic Republic restricted the financial viability of
my project. Additionally, the suspicions that the Iranian government
has for any type of research, let alone that performed by a Westerner,
placed limitations on the time that I could spend in the field. I have
been able to spend nearly eight months in the field over the course of
five and a half years. This included a five-month stint from April to
September 2010, a little over a month in October—-November 2014,
and a month for the duration of October 2015.

My method of research was participant observation and semi-
structured interviews. In my initial field trip, I sought to engage Arme-
nians who were not involved in the leadership of the community, and
preferred to speak to those from various class and educational back-
grounds in Tehran. My reasons for this were twofold: on the one hand,
I wanted to gain an insight into Armenian life in Tehran without it
being too influenced by the filter of official party lines; and on the
other, T was aware that if I was too closely engaged with the members
of parliament or the clergy, that this would potentially raise alarms
within the Iranian government. During my second and third visits, I felt
much more able to speak to Armenian academics, politicians, clergy-
men, journalists, and committee members of the leading institutions.
Their perspectives have offered an additional context to the diversity of
opinions among the unaffiliated community members with whom
I continued to speak. In these three field trips, I have regularly visited
Armenian venues such as churches and clubs to participate in events,
and have reciprocated where possible by giving interviews to commu-
nity organisations and providing them with copies of my publications.

vil
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viii Preface

In addition to the main field research, I have spent shorter periods in
areas where Armenians have settled in the United States (two weeks in
2013 and an additional fortnight in 2015), particularly spending time
with members of the Iranian Armenian migrant community. This has
been concentrated around the Los Angeles area. I have also visited
Armenia (three weeks in 2008) and Lebanon (one week in 2015),
although the research conducted during those travels is not incorpor-
ated into this book.

Finally, T acknowledge that the ethical responsibilities that I have
towards those with whom I have spoken is of particular importance
given the political nature of research in the Islamic Republic of Iran.
Following academic conventions, and required by the ethics commit-
tees of both Monash University and Deakin University (from which
I obtained formal approval), most of the information presented here
has been de-identified, and all names used regularly throughout the
text (Sarkis, Hakob, Ani, etc.) are pseudonyms. I have added some
demographic information to give the reader guidance on the context
from which these interlocutors are speaking; however, I have limited it
so that they are not identifiable. In some cases where the subject of
conversation was particularly sensitive, straying into extremely per-
sonal information or political subjects, I have not used any identifiable
material and not even a pseudonym, but rather relayed the informa-
tion. In this way, the reader is able to access Armenian points of view
on sensitive topics without any risk being placed on the speaker. In a
few incidences, I have stated the real name of a participant, but only in
cases of non-sensitive information for which the interlocutor is already
known through other sources, such as through articles they have
written. In these cases, I have provided the participant with a copy of
the chapter, with their section highlighted, seeking permission and
approval of accuracy before including it in the text. I have used the
word “interlocutor” rather than “informant,” as the latter has conno-
tations of espionage, which I seek to avoid.
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Note on Transliteration

I have transliterated Armenian and Persian words using adaptations of
the Library of Congress and IJMES systems respectively. The changes
I have employed are aimed as more closely reflecting the sounds of the
language as it is spoken, particularly the vowel sounds of each lan-
guage. As Iranian Armenians are Eastern Armenian speakers, by and
large, most of the Armenian words have been transliterated according
to the Eastern pronunciation and Traditional Orthography. There are
some exceptions where I have used Western pronunciation when the
speaker or writer was using that form of the standard language, or a
publication used the Reformed Orthography.

The Persian pronunciation is standardised Iranian, although occa-
sionally the Tehran dialect or the Armenian accent have been translit-
erated as is to illustrate a point.

For names of public persons such as politicians and writers, I have
used the most common transliteration. For example, “Rouhani” as
opposed to “Rowhani” or “Rowhani.” Additionally, I have written
“Sarkis” instead of “Sargis” because of the actual pronunciation.
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