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ABSTRACT

Following the political transition of 1989, the Armenian community in Transylvania underwent
a profound institutional and ontological transformation, emerging from decades of state-en-
forced “latency”. While their identity was previously preserved almost exclusively within the
private sphere and the liturgical framework of the Armenian Catholic Church, the post-social-
ist era allowed for the reactivation of ethnic self-organization. This analysis employs Rogers
Brubaker’s triadic nexus model — interconnecting the national minority, the nationalizing state,
and the external national homeland — to explore how meso- and macro-level processes reshape
communal self-definition. The study argues that the traditional, locally-rooted religious identity
is increasingly being supplemented, and at times replaced, by a “neo-armenian” discourse and
this new trajectory seeks legitimacy within the context of the global Armenian diaspora, moving
away from purely local affiliations toward transnational networking.
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In a general sense — provided we simplistically define it as the population residing outside the
borders of Armenia — the Armenian people represent a classic case in diaspora literature.! As
an ideal-typical historical diaspora, it maintains robust ties with the homeland, a characteristic
shared with Jewish or Greek communities (SHEFFER 2003). Nevertheless, it remains a challenge
to successfully capture specific communities through various diaspora typologies, as not only do
different subtypes overlap, but the broader socio-political or economic contexts of integration
often undergo significant reconfigurations. Consequently, several authors argue for a revision
of Cohen’s classic diaspora typology — which categorizes groups based on the criteria of their
emergence — and advocate for the conceptual framework of a “transforming” or, more precisely,
a “changing diaspora” (TOROSYAN—VARDANYAN 2019). Furthermore, a distinction between static
and dynamic definitions — the latter focusing on the concrete practices through which diaspo-
ricity is manifested — is entirely justified when attempting to grasp the multifaceted diversity of
the Armenian case.

Historically, the term “Armenians of Romania” encompasses the population of four histori-
cal regions (Transylvania, Wallachia, Moldavia, and Dobruja), who arrived in distinct migratory
waves, settled under varying socio-economic conditions, and integrated into different linguistic
and religious structures.” Accordingly, we can distinguish between the Moldavian Armenian
communities documented as early as the 14th century; the Transylvanian Armenian commu-
nities emerging in the 17th century; the refugees of the 1915 Genocide who primarily formed
communities in Dobruja and Wallachia; and a modest wave of migration from the Republic of
Armenia following the 1989 regime change. From the perspective of the global diaspora, the
Transylvanian Armenian communities are part of the so-called historical diaspora. Their most
distinctive feature, which separates them from other Armenian groups in Romania, is their inte-
gration into a dominantly Hungarian-speaking culture.

Historiography dates the emergence of traditional Transylvanian Armenian colonies—the
communities of Gyergyoszentmikloés (Gheorgheni), Szamostjvar (Gherla), Erzsébetvaros
(Dumbraveni), and Csikszépviz (Frumoasa)—to the second half of the 17th century. While their
establishment, social integration, and initial operational peculiarities are relatively well-re-
searched, significantly less is known about the life of these communities following the mas-
sive population decline and emigration to Hungary that affected Armenians after the Treaty of

' Approximately two-thirds of the world’s Armenian population lives outside the borders of the homeland. The most
populous diaspora community is located in Russia, with an estimated 1.5-2 million people. Although the number
of Armenians in the United States is below half a million, they are considered one of the most influential diaspora
groups due to their high level of political and economic activity. Armenian communities in France, Georgia, and
Ukraine are also estimated to exceed 100,000, while communities numbering in the tens of thousands reside in
various Western and Eastern European, Middle Eastern, and Caucasian states. A crucial distinction exists between
the external and internal diaspora (referring to those in the post-Soviet space versus the rest of the world), as well as
between the so-called historical diasporas and those established in the aftermath of the 1915 genocide.

2 While the communities in Wallachia and Moldavia primarily maintained their ties to the Armenian Apostolic Church
and transitioned to the Romanian language, the Transylvanian groups underwent a religious union with Rome (Ar-
menian Catholic Church) and a linguistic shift toward Hungarian.
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Trianon and during the interwar period. It remains a compelling research question as to what
factors enabled small local groups of only a few hundred people to persist for over three hundred
years and exist to this day as a group possessing a unique — multiple, hybrid, symbolic, or “hy-
phenated” — Hungarian-Armenian ethnic identity profile. However, most analyses addressing
this issue focus on the individual-level characteristics of multiple ethnic affiliations. In the three
decades since the regime change, external structural frameworks have been radically trans-
formed: the opening of borders, advancements in media and telecommunications, and shifts in
international and domestic political relations have opened new macro-dimensions for identifica-
tion. Within this dynamic space, a key question is how local communal practices intersect with
global structural trends. Furthermore, the period following the Romanian regime change was
also the era of establishing the current political and minority advocacy system, which created
the conditions for ethnic reorganization for Transylvanian Armenians as well. This revitalization
was not merely a challenge within the internal Romanian minority policy framework; rather,
through the opening of borders and the strengthening of transnational relations, it placed — and
continues to place — the question of communal self-interpretation into a new dimension.

The present analysis undertakes to explore the specific dynamics of communal identity con-
struction during this period through a case study of a local Transylvanian Armenian community.
Following Brubaker’s triadic nexus model — interconnecting the national minority, the host
state, and the homeland — it seeks to understand how meso- and macro-level processes influence
communal self-definition. Moreover, it examines the transformations occurring in the content
and institutional frameworks of ethnic identity within the uniquely dual identity-political situa-
tion of the post-transition era.

THE “HISTORICAL” DIASPORA
The question of the vitality and survival of local groups, along with the institutional frame-
works necessary for their persistence, has occupied Armenian diaspora organizations practically
since the community’s constitutive event: the genocide. The substantive shifts in experiencing
“Armenianness” within a diasporic context, the complexities of multiple affiliations, and the
evolving expectations toward institutional structures are focal points of a recent comprehensive
study conducted by the Armenian Institute in London.® The findings align with global research
confirming that Armenian identity is increasingly characterized as a hybrid, postmodern, and
self-identification-based category. While significant cultural variations exist, this trend uniform-
ly affects both the so-called “historical” communities and those established in the post-genocide
era (SAHAKYAN 2020). A notable aspect of this process is the erosion of traditionally paramount
identity markers, such as the Armenian language; even the most populous communities with
extensive linguistic preservation infrastructures are currently confronting the challenges of ac-
celerated language shift.

Regarding the Transylvanian Armenians, historiography has described the dissolution of
closed local community boundaries, rapid language shift, and profound integration into the

3 The Armenian Diaspora Survey database: a research project utilizing quantitative and qualitative methods, organized
by the Armenian Institute in London. Its 2019 wave compared Romania, Argentina, Canada, and Lebanon; out of a
total sample of 2,697, the Romanian Armenian sub-sample consisted of 244 cases. Key research questions focused
on identity, language habits, political, religious, and civic activity, and relations with the homeland. Detailed report:
https://www.armeniandiasporasurvey.com/2019-survey
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Hungarian national consciousness since the second half of the 19th century. While these processes
are undeniable, it is crucial to recognize that this remains a somewhat static portrayal. As will be
demonstrated, multiple ethnic affiliations — such as the uniquely dual, “doubly minority” position
of Hungarian-Armenians — represent a far more dynamic state, rooted in the fluid social relational
systems in which communal self-definition occurs. This dynamism is exemplified by post-transi-
tion anthropological and sociological analyses: Kali’s socio-anthropological study of the Armeni-
ans in Gyergyoszentmiklos (Gheorgheni) employs the Barthian concept of positional identity to
capture the functioning of Hungarian and Armenian identity categories. In this framework, “Ar-
menianness” operates as a local identity category subordinated to the Hungarian ethnic identity,
activated only in specific situations. Consequently, community members define themselves pri-
marily as Hungarians vis-a-vis the Romanian majority society; their Armenian identity is activated
within local contexts and through certain cultural practices — they are the “Sunday Armenians.”
Although the Armenian language was replaced by Hungarian during the 19th century, Kali argues
for the identity-forming power of the absence of the language: they consider themselves members
of the same community as Armenians in Hungary, rather than the Romanian or Armenian-speak-
ing “Romanian-Armenians” of Moldavia or Bucharest (KaL1 2007).

Research into the political consequences of these overlapping ethnic and linguistic affil-
iations suggests that while differing historical backgrounds and religious institutions are rel-
atively bridgeable, the primary internal fracture line within the community is drawn by the
degree of integration into either the Transylvanian Hungarian or the majority Romanian culture.
This divergence creates a spectrum of “hyphenated identities” — such as Hungarian-Armenian,
Szekler-Armenian, or Romanian-Armenian — each manifesting in distinct communal strategies
toward the Romanian nationalizing state (VEREss 2009).

The hierarchical relationship between these identity markers is far more fluid than the rigid
constructs proposed by the late 19th-century Armenist movement when the still-prevalent per-
ception of the “Transylvanian-Armenian” was codified: a construct where Hungarian patriotism
and a “more-Hungarian-than-the-Hungarians” stance were considered mandatory components
of the identity. Today, however, these traditional expectations often clash with the reality of a
globalized diaspora and the diverse loyalties inherent in a multi-ethnic state.

COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVES AND METHODOLOGICAL
FRAMEWORK

Significant shifts in communal identity are also evident among Hungarian-speaking Armenian
communities in Hungary, many of which trace their origins to Transylvanian migration waves
between the eighteenth and twentieth centuries, including those following the Treaty of Trianon.
In his study of dual identities, Kozma (2007) documents a strengthening Armenian conscious-
ness among these groups: while some maintain a single-level “universal Armenian” identity,
most express layered forms of identification (such as “primarily Armenian, secondarily Hun-
garian” or equal identification with both). Language proficiency shows little correlation with
self-identification, as even those without knowledge of the Armenian language may claim a
strong Armenian identity, indicating the growing symbolic prestige of ethnic affiliation across
generations (Kozma 2007).
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A related process is observed in Transylvania, where KavL1 (2014) describes the resurgence
of Neo-Armenism, a late nineteenth-century ideological movement that sought to reaffirm Ar-
menian distinctiveness within predominantly Hungarian-speaking communities. Originally
emerging as a response to the arrival of linguistically stronger Armenian immigrants, Neo-Ar-
menism provided a framework for rearticulating Armenian identity in a context where linguistic
assimilation had already occurred.

These examples suggest that hybrid Hungarian—Armenian identities should not be under-
stood as fixed or stable configurations. Rather, they represent historically contingent arrange-
ments that may be periodically reinterpreted and renegotiated in response to changing social,
political, and symbolic contexts. The case of Gyergyoszentmiklos illustrates this dynamic par-
ticularly well.

The methodological foundation of this research is the investigation of the interaction
between top-down ethnopolitics and local communal strategies, as well as specific modes of
cultural reproduction. The empirical basis of the analysis is a multi-level, longitudinal data
collection process. Its general starting point and methodological framework are derived from
a 2008 study conducted by the Romanian Institute for the Research on National Minorities
(Cluj-Napoca), which utilized both quantitative and qualitative methods to survey the registry
of minority institutions in Romania. The primary objective of that research was to map minority
institutions with parliamentary representation. For the identification of these organizations, a
broad definition was employed: a minority institution was defined as any entity that explicitly
serves minority goals, is operated by members of an ethnic group, or uses a minority language
as its operational language. In the 2008 database, a total of 21 registered Armenian civil organ-
izations were identified, and the parishes of local Armenian churches were also categorized as
ethnic institutions. The survey was supplemented by narrative-biographical and semi-structured
interviews with community leaders. The questionnaire focused on the objective conditions, ac-
tivities, and networks of these institutions. This database was updated in 2016, and for the pur-
poses of the current analysis, re-verified the operation of each organization in 2023 and 2024.
Furthermore, although it does not strictly belong to the civil sphere of Romanian Armenians,
I compiled a database based on the official activity reports (2015-2024) of the Embassy of the
Republic of Armenia in Romania, systematizing the ambassador’s visits and activities directed
toward local communities.

Hi1STORICAL CONTEXTUALIZATION

In the following sections, we examine communal dynamics through a case study of Gyergyosze-
ntmiklos (Gheorgheni), one of the most significant historical Transylvanian Armenian colonies.
To understand contemporary processes, it is essential to provide a historical contextualization of
the Transylvanian Armenian communities — particularly the Gyergyoszentmiklos group — prior
to 1989, including a brief overview of their demographic and institutional profiles.

The emergence of Transylvanian Armenian communities is embedded in the tense political
and economic conditions of 17th-century Moldavia. Historical memory dates the settlement of
groups fleeing religious conflicts and tax burdens to 1672 (CHELcU 2005). This period saw the
formation of the defining colonies — Gyergydszentmiklos (Gheorgheni), Sz&épviz (Frumoasa),
Erzsébetvaros (Dumbraveni), and Szamostjvar (Gherla)-which became the engines of trade
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and urbanization in Transylvania. The successful integration and subsequent embourgeoise-
ment of the community rested on two main pillars: the 1691 Union with the Catholic Church
— which preserved the Armenian rite while building a confessional bridge toward the majority
society — and the attainment of extensive economic autonomy and Free Royal City status. Re-
garding language shift, the process began earliest in the Armenian colonies of Szeklerland. In
the case of the Armenian community of Gyergy6szentmiklds, the practice of conducting internal
economic administration in the Armenian language ceased at the end of the 18th century, and
the Armenian school closed permanently in 1882. By the beginning of the 20th century, the
Armenian population in all four colonies constituted a group with a declining census count
but a strong Hungarian national consciousness and an advantageous socio-economic profile.
While prejudices from the majority Hungarian society gradually diminished, rapid assimilation
caused a profound identity crisis. The ideology of Armenism, developed among the Armenian
intelligentsia of Szamosujvar, can be interpreted as a communal response to this crisis. It aimed
at intensive value preservation and the redefinition of national identity (Hungarian in a political
sense, Armenian in a cultural sense), providing an ideological basis for this unique dual affili-
ation. However, these efforts could not halt the assimilation process; by the early 20th century,
the group was primarily identifiable only through religious ties (PAL 2021).

The question of Armenian identity became a pressing issue again after World War I, when
Transylvania became part of Greater Romania. The Romanian state immediately began nego-
tiations with the Holy See, leading to the 1927 Concordat, ratified in 1929 and implemented in
1930. In accordance with Romanian aspirations—which sought to prevent the Catholic Church
from having non-Romanian, Hungarian-aligned minority followers—the Ordinariate for Armeni-
an Catholics was established. Its first Apostolic Administrator, Dr. Sahag Koghian, took charge
of the community with the mandate to “save the Transylvanian Catholic Armenians from final
Magyarization” (JAKUBINYI 2001. 31).* The dominance of Hungarian national consciousness
within the dual Hungarian-Armenian affiliation was most starkly articulated when the commu-
nist regime’s anti-church policy forcibly merged the Greek Catholic Church into the Romanian
Orthodox Church. Fearing that they would be merged with the Armenian Apostolic Church on
an ethnic basis, Transylvanian Armenians declared themselves Roman Catholic. Simultaneous-
ly, the Ministry of Cults abolished the Armenian Catholic Ordinariate in 1951. Subsequently, the
Armenians continued their communal life under the jurisdiction of the Roman Catholic Arch-
bishopric of Alba Iulia, a transition legitimized by the Holy See (JAkuBINYI 2001).

Characteristically for the historical Armenian communities in Romania, official census data
do not indicate a significant Armenian presence, even in the traditional colonies. The primary
reason for this lies in the registration procedures of current censuses, which provide no frame-
work for expressing multiple ethnic affiliations; consequently, only the dominant affiliation —
the Hungarian one — becomes visible. Therefore, I outline the evolution of the community’s
size from this period based on the only other possible identification marker: Armenian Catholic
religious affiliation. The following table illustrates the drastic decline in the number of members
recorded in the internal registry of the Ordinariate of Armenian Catholics in Romania across the
4 Reports from 1931, including those from Gyergyoszentmiklos, record the positive reactions of the communities to

the gesture of the new Apostolic Administrator greeting them in the Hungarian language during his inaugural visits.

Koghian eventually resigned in 1939, citing linguistic reasons, after which the Holy See appointed a Transylvanian
Armenian, Hungarian-native governor as his successor (GARDA 2007).
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four Armenian-rite parishes during the period under study. The reasons for this trend are primar-
ily found in interwar emigration and natural population decline (KrRANITZ 2021).

Table 1. Number of parishioners in Transylvanian Armenian rite parishes

Gyergyo- Szamosujvar | Erzsébetvaros | Csikszépviz Total
szentmiklos
1882 | 694 1565 460 202 2921
1913 | 600 1200 200 85 2085
1954 | 331 402 102 83 918

THE ARMENIAN COMMUNITY OF GYERGYOSZENTMIKLOS AFTER
THE REGIME CHANGE

This analysis of the Gyergyoszentmiklos Armenian community after Romania’s 1989 regime
change is situated within Brubaker’s triadic nexus model, interpreting identity construction as
a dynamic interplay between the national minority, the nationalizing Romanian state, and the
external Armenian homeland (BRUBAKER 2001).

In Gyergyodszentmiklos (Gheorgheni), official census records between 1992 and 2021 show
values ranging only from 1 to 3. This perfectly illustrates the problem where Armenian ancestry
and ethnic self-definition are articulated not through official categories, but through memo-
ry-based, symbolic cultural practices — such as elements of the Armenian Catholic liturgy or
specific gastronomic traditions. The desire to express multiple identities in an official context is
indicated by a peculiar phenomenon in the 2021 census: in Gyergydszentmiklds, 91 respondents
identified the Armenian Apostolic Church as their religious affiliation, despite the fact that the
local historical community traditionally belongs to the Hungarian-speaking Armenian Catholic
Church. It is highly probable that due to the self-enumeration format and the limited response
categories, many Transylvanian Hungarian-Armenians — while marking “Hungarian” as their
ethnicity — wished to signal their Armenian ties and thus chose the only denominational catego-
ry containing the designation “Armenian.”

NATIONALIZING STATE AND MINORITY PROTECTION
FRAMEWORKS: THE CASE OF HYPHENATED IDENTITIES.

Central objectives prior to the regime change revolved around a socio-legal framework built on
the concept of the “socialist nation” and a forceful, intensifying homogenization. The instru-
ments for this included measures to dismantle the minority institutional system and increased
pressure for assimilation, particularly characterizing the latter half of the era. Accordingly, the
concept of national or ethnic minorities was entirely banished from both legal and public dis-
course, as it was seen as contradicting the ideal of the socialist nation; these terms were replaced
by the terminology of “cohabiting nationalities” (NovAk 2023). The regime change naturally
promised the possibility of an ethnic-national political, legal, and educational reorganization,
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and the structures emerging in the early 1990s essentially form the backbone of the Romanian
minority protection system to this day. These include the political participation rights of national
minorities® and the fundamental institutions of the Romanian minority protection framework,
such as the Department for Interethnic Relations, which manages the annual financial support
provided to minorities with parliamentary representation,® and the Council of Minorities, a con-
sultative body established in 1993 operating within the Department, comprising delegates from
officially recognized minority organizations (HORVATH — VERESs 2016).

Legally recognized minorities in Romania with parliamentary representation — such as the
Armenians — are entitled to regular, annually awarded financial support for cultural purposes.
This support is channeled through minority advocacy organizations that successfully meet the
criteria set out in Election Law 208/2015. A key feature of the system is that only one organi-
zation per minority can attain representational rights. For the Armenians of Romania, this is re-
alized through a national umbrella organization, the Union of Armenians in Romania (Uniunea
Armenilor din Romania, hereinafter: UAR), which attained legal form in 1990. According to its
statutes, its primary goal is the preservation of Armenian culture and civilization. However, it is
important to clarify that this was a re-establishment, as the organization has a history of over a
hundred years, originally founded in 1919 to assist the large groups of refugees arriving in the
aftermath of the Genocide.

Since the regime change, the UAR has administered the state support due to all officially recog-
nized minorities in Romania and ensured participation in the Council of Minorities and Parliament.
Its strong political integration is indicated by two factors: first, in parliamentary elections, it consist-
ently receives significantly more votes than would be expected based on the number of people iden-
tifying as Armenian (SZEKELY 2009); second, Armenian projects are generally overrepresented
among the winners of competitive funding rounds announced by the Department for Interethnic
Relations (HORVATH — VERESS 2016). The Bucharest-based umbrella organization has four regional
sub-branches and 16 local chapters across the regions of Dobruja, Moldavia, Wallachia, and Transyl-
vania (specifically in Szamosujvar, Erzsébetvaros, Cluj, Nagybanya, and Temesvar).

During the post-1989 reorganization of the Romanian minority institutional system, the
Armenian colonies of Szeklerland — particularly the communities of Gyergydszentmiklos and
Csikszépviz — chose a unique path: they consistently remained outside the network of the Bu-
charest-based UAR. Despite overtures from the Union, these predominantly Hungarian-speak-
ing local communities declined cooperation. The reason lies primarily in the radically different
linguistic and political contexts. While the UAR’s operations were built on the Romanian lan-
guage and national loyalty toward the Romanian state, the identity of Szeklerland Armenians
was defined by their existence within the Hungarian linguistic bloc and the dominance of Hun-
garian national affiliation. This opposition highlights the internal fragmentation of the Armenian
diaspora in Romania, where the strongest structuring element of communal self-definition is not
merely culture or religion, but the relationship to the state and loyalties stemming from diverse
historical experiences (VERESS 2009).

5 Under the second paragraph of Article 59 of the 1991 Constitution, the participation of national minorities in the

Chamber of Deputies has been continuous. The conditions for entry are regulated by the current Election Law
208/2015.

¢ This is realized through direct financial support to organizations and a competitive project-based funding system for
minorities.
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“...s0 the UAR visited Z., they tried, but the point is that it didn 't work. I don't know exactly
who was pro and who was contra, but yes... the point here is that the UAR comes with the idea
that ‘Armenianness is what we have in common,’ but I feel that much more divides us than con-
nects us...”” (Church member in leading position, Gyergyoszentmiklos)

Thus, while the post-transition minority protection system offers financial assistance, the
effectiveness of public policy measures concerning Armenians is hindered by the internal seg-
mentation of the target group. Accessing legitimate support for the cultivation and reproduction
of Armenian culture assumes an engagement with a loyalty discourse that excludes cases where
multiple forms of identity are uniquely combined due to historical reasons.

THE NATIONAL MINORITY: INSTITUTIONAL FRAMEWORKS AND
IDENTITY REPRODUCTION

This analytical subsection examines the institutional frameworks that facilitate the experience
and cultural reproduction of the unique Hungarian-Armenian identity. The analysis focuses on
two main pillars: registered civil organizations and the community’s most vital foundation, the
Armenian Catholic Church. Although the Church is formally distinct from the civil sphere,
within the Brubakerian theoretical framework, it acts as a decisive social agent, playing a fun-
damental role in the community’s self-legitimation efforts. Its activity becomes indispensable
particularly in the process of boundary-making: through ecclesiastical rites and civil self-organ-
ization, a continuous renegotiation occurs regarding communal belonging (the demarcation of
“us” versus “them”).

The period from the regime change to the present can be divided into distinct eras to more
clearly illustrate the shifts in the dynamics of Hungarian-Armenian ethnic institutions. These
stages are equally applicable to the local Church, which in 1989 stood as the community’s sole
and most significant institution.

According to the current records of the Roman Catholic Archbishopric of Alba Iulia, there
are only 333 Armenian Catholic faithful in Transylvania, distributed among four parishes: Szam-
ostjvar (Gherla), Gyergyoszentmiklos (Gheorgheni), Csikszépviz (Frumoasa), and Erzsébet-
varos (Dumbraveni).” While the integration of Transylvanian Armenians under the jurisdiction
of Alba Iulia was finalized in 1992, the Ordinariate had already been struggling with a severe
shortage of clergy, resulting in the Armenian-rite liturgy becoming intermittent. Between 1991
and 1997, Gyergyoszentmiklds was served by a priest trained by the Mechitarist monks in Ven-
ice; though he spoke very little Hungarian, he requested his placement there with the missionary
intent of revitalizing Armenian identity and language (JAKuBINYI 2001). This endeavor, howev-
er, was not met with local approval, leading to his resignation in 1997. In the following years,
Armenian faithful were served by Latin-rite clergy. The community’s reservations were partly
linguistic but were also rooted in the diverging identity perceptions of the Gyergyd Armenians.

“..and then that community, which was brought over into the new system, well, there was
more room for movement. F. had wanted to come for a long time... he was a reclusive man, he
couldn t really communicate well, which was obviously a great disadvantage. He wanted to give

7 Diaspora Armenian Catholics living in cities such as Cluj, Baia Mare, or Targu Mures belong to one of these four
parishes, which provide for their pastoral care.
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Armenian language lessons... I remember he came and asked ‘Who wants to learn Armenian?’
and two of us from the school signed up, but nothing came of it. His perception was that this
is an Armenian community, and just as he became Armenian from being Hungarian [sic], he
thought this community should also turn from Hungarian to Armenian.” (Church member in
leading position, Gyergydszentmiklos)

A second defining period began around 2003, when a Rome-trained Armenian-rite vicar was
appointed to the Gyergydszentmiklos parish, initiating a process of re-acquainting the commu-
nity with the Armenian-language liturgy across Transylvania. Participation was aided by book-
lets containing Hungarian phonetic transcriptions, with services held alternatingly in Armenian
and Hungarian.

“...we thought that until P. arrived in Gyergyo, that if we sang two or three Armenian songs,
we were such great Armenians. And then he actually taught us what the Armenian liturgy is.
What P. brought to Gyergyo as Armenian liturgy hadn t been there for a long time... for me it was
like, ‘wow, we have this.’ (...) But after a while, it started to bother me that P. began leaving out
the Armenian text and performing a significant part of the liturgy in Hungarian. He probably
did it because he sensed that the community preferred to understand what he was saying, which
is completely logical.” (Church member in leading position, Gyergydszentmiklds)

A third major shift has been underway in the last year or two: the reform of the established
Armenian liturgical order. A new liturgical guide for Hungarian-speaking communities was
prepared with the assistance of the Liturgical Commission in Rome, containing 31 mandatory
Armenian-language chants in phonetic transcription and detailed instructions on the ritual’s
movements. This rite reform simultaneously affects all Hungarian-speaking Armenian Catholic
communities, seeking to reinstate a language that is no longer spoken or understood by anyone
as a foundational value of symbolic significance, functioning as a tool for communal belonging
and identity expression.

Similar to the practices of liturgical restoration, civil organizations have followed a com-
parable trajectory, divisible into two major periods. The first period spanned from the early
1990s until approximately 2010. This first decade was characterized by the mutual discovery
and close cooperation between Transylvanian Hungarian-Armenians and communities in Hun-
gary with Transylvanian Armenian roots; for the latter, Transylvania serves as the “Armenian
ancestral homeland” (MEeRENICS 2013). Following the rejection of the UAR’s overtures, several
foundations® were established alongside traditional Armenian parishes, collaborating with the
Budapest-based Association of Transylvanian Armenian Roots.

After 2010, interest from organizations in Hungary somewhat declined, and most of the
nine Hungarian-language organizations registered in the 1990s ceased to exist. In their place,
a more unified institutional framework emerged. In Gyergyo6szentmiklds, this function is ful-
filled by the Armenian Catholic Association, a member of the Union of Transylvanian Hungar-
ian-Armenians (registered in 2013). While the post-transition years were defined by an image

of “Armenianness” based on the dominance of Hungarian national affiliation and local religious
8  These included the Pro Armenia Foundation (Szamosujvar), the Armenian Foundation (Erzsébetvaros), and the
Holy Trinity Foundation (Csikszépviz). In Cluj, the Armenian-Hungarian Friendship Society was formed. Most
of these organizations showed little activity by the early 2000s. Notably, in locations where Hungarians are in a
minority (Cluj, Szamosujvar, Erzsébetvaros), UAR chapters were established alongside these Hungarian-language
organizations.
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identification, current civil organizations (including those in the wider Szeklerland region) fol-
low a program based on a global, transnational conception of Armenian identity that broadens
the boundaries of the ethnic group.

“We are opening up to the wide world, which means we try to get to know as many commu-
nities as possible... we are building and developing networks with Armenian communities from
Poland to Armenia. (NGO leader, Gyergyoszentmiklos)”

Regarding communal networking, two important shifts have occurred recently. First, there is
now regular contact with various member organizations of the UAR, particularly those in Mol-
davia, who—due to their historical profile—are perceived to share more similarities with Transyl-
vanian Armenians.

“In terms of thinking, there is a difference between the Armenians who have been here
longer and those who came later. The older Armenians integrated better. It doesn t matter if it s
Romanian or Hungarian... those who settled in lasi or Suceava in the 1600s don't speak like
those who came to Tulcea or Constanta in 1915.” (NGO leader, Gyergyoszentmiklos)

This rapprochement, which would have been unimaginable shortly after the regime change,
indicates a new type of Armenian identity: a universal category that stands above specific na-
tional affiliations.

“But from the perspective of ‘Armenianness,’ everyone thinks in the same way... it doesn t
matter if you happen to speak Polish or Hungarian, we are ‘noi armeni’ [we Armenians].”
(NGO leader, Gyergyoszentmiklos)

THE HOMELAND: ARMENIAN DIASPORA PoOLICY AND MEMORY
PoLiTics

Brubaker emphasizes the dynamic nature of “diaspora,” suggesting it is not merely a category
defined by fixed attributes, but rather a set of claims, stances, and specific practices or projects.
These are interpreted by both the community and the homeland; thus, diaspora should be treated
as a form of “stance” or orientation (BRUBAKER 2006). In alignment with this, Johnson — as in-
terpreted by Siekierski — posits that diasporic existence is not a static state but a “series of inter-
ventions.” Attention is therefore directed toward the occasions and social actions through which
the content of diasporic life is manifested and renewed, whether in ritual or discursive ways
(Jonnson 2007, cited in S1EkIERSKI 2011). A key condition for this, however, is the existence
of a community that perceives itself as a diaspora and actively participates in diaspora-political
processes. Regarding the definition of diaspora policy offered by homelands, it encompass-
es “every government-led or government-supported initiative, program, institution, and legal
regulation aimed at addressing, winning over, and supporting the diaspora community” (HERN-
ER-KOVACS 2015).

The Transylvanian Armenian communities — including those in Gyergyoszentmiklos (Gheo-
rgheni) and Szamosujvar (Gherla) — have become a specific target group of Armenian diaspora
policy under the category of the so-called “historical diaspora.” The outreach originated from
the Embassy of the Republic of Armenia in Romania, which over time has become one of the
most significant institutional actors. Gyergyoszentmiklos established a twin-city relationship
with Alaverdi in 2015, and in 2017, a twin-county cooperation was formed between Harghita
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County and the Lori region. During the research period, this partnership facilitated regular con-
ferences aimed at mapping economic cooperation opportunities between the two regions. Fur-
thermore, the Embassy consistently supports the organization of various ethnic festivals and
cultural events.

At the same time, this orientation toward the Republic of Armenia is observable in the
transformation of local communal memory politics. As with other “historical” diasporic
groups, the memory of the 1915 Genocide was not traditionally part of the cultural memory
or identity profile of Transylvanian communities. However, in 2015, a quadrilingual (Hun-
garian, Romanian, English, and Armenian) memorial stone dedicated to the Genocide was
unveiled in Gyergyo6szentmiklos. This was a joint initiative of the local Armenian Catholic
Association and the Union of Transylvanian Hungarian-Armenians, in partnership with the
Embassy; the community now holds commemorative liturgies on the Genocide Remem-
brance Day.

The appearance of Genocide memorials is a result of effective Armenian diaspora policy,
which amplifies an identity element that was previously less emphasized or entirely non-ex-
istent. It does so by broadening the repertoire of symbolic cultural practices through which
communal identity can be expressed. This transformation of memory-political practice is
by no means unique in the context of European Armenian diasporas. Lotocki, for instance,
interprets the growing popularity of erecting cross-stones (khachkars) since the 2000s as a
common denominator for the cultural rapprochement between traditional and newly immi-
grated Armenian groups in Poland (Lotoczki 2014).

Furthermore, the quadrilingual Genocide memorial stone is not the only recent Armenian
linguistic landmark in Gyergydszentmiklos or the Szeklerland region. Since 2012, several
commemorative plaques have been unveiled that — following the same quadrilingual format —
provide information on buildings of local historical significance, natural landmarks, or the
former homes of prominent figures in the Armenian community.

CoNCLUDING REMARKS: FROM SYMBoOLIC IDENTITY TO
TARGETED DIASPORA POLICY

At first glance, applying Brubaker’s “national minority” terminology to this group might
seem somewhat forced, as their primary self-identification as a national minority is largely
exhausted within their “Hungarianness.” However, a clear shift is observable from a symbol-
ic, positional, or hybrid ethnic category toward a national minority that possesses a home-
land and acts as a targeted subject of diaspora policy. This transition is rooted in diverging
perceptions of “Armenianness” and the varying hierarchies of ethnic identity categories,
shaped by distinct historical trajectories. Two polar views can be identified: Armenianness
as a positional ethnic identity (as described by Kali) versus Armenianness as a national
minority.

The tension between these perceptions is vividly illustrated by local communal reflections:

“So when the word ‘Armenianness’ comes up here, I think there are quite a few who
imagine it as a nationality [national minority status], and this is a very, very erroneous
thing. But unfortunately, I feel that the communities are starting to reinforce this, and its
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something I often disagree with. (...) And lets say that the Armenianness I’'m talking about is
having a renaissance, but perhaps with the wrong perception. That is: yes, we are Hungari-
ans with Armenian ancestors; we haven t spoken the language for a hundred and fifty years,
we are very proud of our Armenianness, make no mistake, so we don't want to just blend
in. (...) But anyone who just hears [about us] thinks these people really have something to
do with Armenianness as a nationality, but they don't. I mean, I don't think so. In my view,
Armenianness consciousness of descent — which, thank God, everyone in Transylvania can
have plenty of and should be very proud of... and obviously, it'’s there in what I would call
religion or liturgy.” (Church member in leading position, Gyergydszentmiklos)

This internal critique highlights the friction between a historically rooted, integrated
identity and the newly emerging institutional frameworks. Despite these reservations, the
increasing density of “interventions” — from the installation of khachkars to the reform of
the Armenian rite — indicates that the community is being effectively reframed within the
triadic nexus. While the individual might still experience their Armenianness as a “Sunday”
or symbolic attachment, the structural reality — driven by both the Romanian state’s minority
funding and the Armenian homeland’s outreach — increasingly treats the group as a formal
national minority. Thus, the “renaissance” mentioned by the community leader is not merely
a cultural revival but an institutional shift that repositioned a hybrid ethnic group into the
global Armenian diasporic landscape.
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