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Armenians, Kurds in Lebanon hold on to their languages
Samar Kadi

Beirut

A 

rmenians and Kurds, 
who constitute the main 
ethnic minorities in Leb-
anon, have fared differ-
ently in preserving their 

ethnic identities, including the cru-
cial element of language.

Armenians have succeeded in 
keeping the use of their mother 
tongue widespread among their 
community but the Kurds of Leba-
non have been largely absorbed into 
Arabic culture.

“I can quite confidently say that 
90% of Lebanese Armenians can 
speak their native language, though 
some do not read or write in Arme-
nian,” said Armenian Catholic priest 
Elie Yeghyaian, who also teaches at 
Armenian schools.

“Armenian is a vibrant language, 
rich with songs, poems and culture. 
It is spoken at home and used in the 
church, especially the Greek Ortho-
dox Church, where mass is held in 
Armenian only,” Yeghyaian said.

“Even if children are not learning 
Armenian at school, they are forced 
to speak it to be able to follow mass 
and participate in church services.”

Since arriving in Lebanon a cen-
tury ago, the Armenian community 
of 170,000 has established many 
churches, cultural clubs, philan-

thropic and youth organisations, in 
addition to political parties, schools 
and a university that play a big role 
in maintaining their ancestral lan-
guage.

They also have radio stations that 
cover news of the Armenian com-
munities in Lebanon and the dias-
pora and two Lebanese TV stations, 
Al-Mustqabal and Orange TV, broad-
cast daily Armenian news bulletins.

However, younger people differ 
from their forefathers in the ability 
to master Arabic, especially among 
children of mixed marriages.

“Our language has been los-
ing ground among children whose 
mother is a Lebanese. In fact, most 
Armenians who speak perfect Ara-
bic have Lebanese blood and their 
mother tongue is Arabic more than 
anything else,” Yeghyaian noted.

Until the early 1960s, Armenian 

children were mostly enrolled in 
Armenian schools that did not teach 
Arabic. In time, the schools intro-
duced the regular Lebanese cur-
ricula, including Arabic literature, 
history and culture, preparing stu-
dents for the Lebanese official bac-
calaureate examinations. Unlike 
their ancestors, who could hardly 
communicate in Arabic, young Ar-
menians have been able to integrate 
and interact with their Arab envi-
ronment.

“When Armenians first arrived 
in Lebanon [fleeing genocide in 
Turkey], they spoke their native 
language in addition to the Turkish 
language. Eventually the third gen-
eration lost the Turkish, replacing it 
with Arabic,” Yeghyaian said.

With more Armenian children 
joining Lebanese schools, there is 
a whole generation who can speak 

their ancestral language but cannot 
read and write it, the priest said.

“We used to have 50 to 60 Ar-
menian schools in the past but the 
number dropped to 28 because 
many Armenians have emigrated 
and others are joining Lebanese es-
tablishments,” he said. “But some 
parents are keen to inculcate a 
sense of duty towards the ancestral 
language and would give their chil-
dren private Armenian lessons.”

Catholics, who make up about 
10% of the overwhelmingly Ortho-
dox Armenian community, have 
been particularly integrating in 
Lebanese circles and losing attach-
ment to the native language. “The 
Orthodox don’t even consider us as 
Armenians,” said Lucy Djabrayan, in 
her 60s.

“At home, we speak both Arabic 
and Armenian because my mother 
is Lebanese but my nephew insists 
on speaking Arabic. Even when we 
talk to him in Armenian, he answers 
in Arabic. He is more Lebanese than 
Armenian,” Djabrayan said.

“If you don’t learn how to read 
and write at a younger age, it is dif-
ficult to learn it later. That is why I 
believe 50% of our children can only 
speak the language.”

The Kurds, the second largest mi-
nority in Lebanon, are losing their 
battle to keep their language alive.

“The Kurdish identity has been 
largely lost in Lebanon. There are no 
Kurdish schools. The community is 
dispersed, the children go to Leba-
nese schools where no Kurdish lan-
guage is taught and people are not 
talking in Kurdish anymore,” said 
Mohamad Fattah Atriss, a leading 
figure of the Kurdish Razkari Party.

“In Turkey and Syria, you have 
whole Kurdish areas and so it is 
impossible to lose their language 

there. But in Lebanon, the Kurds 
are isolated from each other and 
have dissolved in their Arab entou-
rage,” Atriss said. Although they 
have their own political parties and 
cultural clubs and maintain their 
traditional celebrations, the lack of 
Kurdish schools has been a main 
handicap for the community. 

There is no official count of the 
Kurds who arrived in Lebanon 
around the same time as the Arme-
nians, fleeing violence and poverty 
in Turkey. According to the Kurdish 
community, they number 125,000 
in Lebanon.

“Schools are necessary to per-
petuate the language but the com-
munity lacks the means and funds 
to establish them… Kurds are in-
stead learning Arabic, English and 
French,” Atriss said. “However, we 
are trying hard to continue to use 
Kurdish and we want to teach it 
to our children because it is their 
mother tongue, which they should 
not give up.”

Yeghyaian said he considers lan-
guage to be at the core of ethnic 
identity. “We should preserve it to 
preserve our heritage and history 
and reinforce our attachment to our 
identity,” he said.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly's 
Travel and Society sections editor.

Armenian children leaving their school in Beirut’s Armenian 
quarter of Bourj Hammoud.
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Bringing downtown Cairo back to life

A downtown Cairo building after undergoing restoration as part of the project.

Amr Emam

Cairo

A 

year ago, a century-old 
building on Qasr al-Nile 
Street in downtown Cai-
ro stood neglected and 
facing collapse.

The designs incised on the front 
of the building had almost disap-
peared, the façade paint turned 
black — the same colour of the 
fumes emitted by thousands of 
cars running along the street — and 
the wooden windows were decay-
ing.

Now, the same building is turn-
ing into a work art.

The paint on the façade is back to 
its original condition, the designs 
are back and the windows are re-
stored to their earliest pattern.

The building is one of about 500 
in downtown Cairo which are part 
of a government project to resur-
rect the city centre and turn it from 
an uncared for area of the metrop-
olis into one pulsating with beauty 
and life.

As they do this, the municipal 
authorities hope that downtown 
Cairo, which has long been synon-
ymous with overcrowding, traffic 
jams and street hawking, will turn 
into a magnet for tourists visiting 
the Giza pyramids — only 25km 
away — or the Egyptian Museum 
on Tahrir Square nearby.

“Downtown Cairo has never 
had its share of tourism although 
it contains some of this country’s 
most precious buildings,” tourism 
expert Reem Fawzi said. “Restor-
ing the old buildings of the city 
centre will motivate everybody to 
visit it and encourage business.”

Some of the downtown buildings 

were constructed at the beginning 
of the 19th century, bearing witness 
to seminal moments in the history 
of Egypt and standing as living 
testament to the French architects 
commissioned to build them.

Modelled after Paris, downtown 
Cairo was home to the prosperous 
elite of the 19th and early 20th cen-
tury.

However, more than 150 years 
later the city centre has become a 
mere shadow of its former self.

Bringing the buildings back to 
their former beauty is a tough chal-
lenge, said Sohair Hawass, one of 
the engineers of the National Agen-
cy for Urban Harmony, the govern-
ment body responsible for restor-
ing downtown Cairo.

Hawass and her colleagues have 
gone from building to building in 
their bid to spruce them up.

“Some of the designs incised on 
the fronts of buildings were oblite-
rated a long time before the project 
started,” Hawass said. “To restore 
them, we had to look at the original 
designs in history and architecture 
books.”

The government is investing half 
a billion Egyptian pounds (roughly 
$625,000) in the project, which 
started in January 2015 with some 
of the nation’s banks contributing.

The project, which is almost 
completed, has also involved the 
restoration of downtown Cairo’s 
bridges, the redesigning of its 
streets and the creation of new 
parking lots. The aim of the latter 
is to encourage motorists to park 
their vehicles in the new mega 
parking spaces created on the 

fringes of the city centre and to 
enjoy walking through its streets, 
now lined with clothing stores, 
bookstores and eateries, some of 
them offering authentic Egyptian 
cuisine.

The restoration of the city centre 
is being accompanied by the re-
vival of some of the area’s famous 
hotels, including what  was once 
the Nile Hilton (now Ritz Carlton) 
after years of closure because of 
the turmoil caused by the popular 
uprising of 2011.

Downtown Cairo boasts relative-
ly cheap two and three-star hotels 

that offer suitable accommodation 
for those who want to experience 
life among real Egyptians, shar-
ing their traditional foods, such as 
beans and falafel and hanging out 
at well-known cafés such as Groppi 
— a relic of bygone times and once 
a favourite of Cairo’s nobility, Brit-
ish occupation officers in the early 
20th century, artists, intellectuals 
and writers.

The area’s renovation project 
also includes the restoration of its 
many statues, some of which are 
of people who changed Egyptians’ 
life for good, including Talaat Harb, 

an economist who founded the 
country’s oldest bank at the begin-
ning of the 20th century.

“This will turn the city centre 
into an open museum,” Ayman 
Abdel Tawab, the deputy Cairo 
governor, said. “This precious part 
of Cairo is finally being rediscov-
ered and given the attention it de-
serves.”

Amr Emam is a Cairo-based 
journalist. He has contributed to 
the New York Times, San Francisco 
Chronicle and the UN news site 
IRIN.
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