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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

Recent Armenian history has generally been seen as a series of conflicts between idealistic 

and freedom loving but oppressed Armenians and foreign overlords. This linear interpretation of 

history has tended to ignore the social stratification in Armenian society and the impact of that 

stratification on the ideology, strategy and tactics of various elements, which at different times 

were involved in liberation activities. 

The dissertation focuses on the period preceding the late nineteenth century revolutionary 

movement. By analyzing the written documents and actions of the various actors in Armenian 

history, this study attempts to determine the relationship between ideology and praxis of the 

various privileged groups—clergy, remnants of the feudal order, merchants and a rising middle 

class—that succeeded each other in claiming leadership of the Armenian people and developing 

plans to liberate Armenia. The study attempts to answer a series of questions: what is the actual 

motivation for the involvement in political activities by these elements? What is the relationship 

between their economic position within larger society and their leadership position within the 

Armenian community? What is the relationship between their class interests and their dreams of 

liberation? 

The attempts by succeeding elements in Armenian society to develop a liberation strategy 

can be interpreted as being responses to challenges to their privileges—challenges both from 

within and without the community. The strategies of liberation and the degree of persistence were 

determined to a large extent by these challenges rather than by an abstract dedication to an ideal of 

a liberated homeland. As these challenges were resolved outside the context of an Armenian state, 

the visions of the latter became irrelevant, if not undesirable, to these classes, leaving the lower 

classes without hope and without accepted channels to solve their problems. 

As a result of the adjustment of privileged classes to a status quo unacceptable to the 

peasantry and lower middle classes, there occurred a gradual secularization and democratization of 

the leadership, which by the 1880s made possible the rise of the socialistic revolutionary parties 

led guerrilla fighters and an intelligentsia from the poorer and lower middle classes, radicalized by 

the behavior of the privileged Armenian classes as much as by the repressive policies of the 

Ottoman and Russian governments. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The historiography of Armenia often reflects the popular belief that history was made by a 

long line of heroes who, beginning with the epic progenitor Hayk, labored selflessly in the 

struggle against oppression. The terms freedom and liberation have been applied indiscriminately 

to describe the aims of pre-Armenian Urartuans opposing Assyrian armies, nineteenth century 

guerrilla fighters struggling against Ottoman rule, and the more recent activists striking against 

representatives and symbols of the Turkish state. 

The external foe has been a dominant theme in the Armenian ethos. In a history marked by 

ever-present threats from neighbors, invasions, and long periods of foreign rule, the external foe 

emerges in the popular and historical imagination as the main factor disturbing an otherwise 

idyllic existence.1 However convenient, reducing the past to a simple, recurrent pattern of conflicts 

between Armenian and non-Armenian has tended to minimize the importance of social 

stratification and internal dynamics in the content, purpose, and strategy of emancipatory 

movements. 

This study was intended to be the introductory section of a larger project on the ideology 

of the Armenian liberation movement between 1885 and 1908, when the socioeconomic 

dimension of the struggle acquired a dominant role; the present section was to have provided the 

background on the rise of revolutionary parties—the Hnchakians in 1887, the Dashnaktsutiun in 

1890, and various Marxist groups in the 1900s—that fought against the Ottoman and the tsarist 

regimes.2 That investigation was to address the question: what was revolutionary in the liberation 

movement led by these parties during that period? 

An adequate answer to that question necessitated a treatment of the introductory section 

more comprehensive and extensive than originally planned. The revolutionary dimension of the 

movement after the 1880s was predicated not only upon predominant conditions then but also 

upon the character of political activities during earlier phases. Although research on individual 

aspects of the liberation movement exists, no single study deals with the course of ideological 

development between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries, when a revolutionary struggle 

became possible and necessary. Thus this introductory section grew into a study in its own right. 

The discussion of the revolutionary period was separated from its antecedents for 

methodological reasons as well. The dynamics of change evident within the revolutionary 
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framework differed sharply from that of earlier phases. Before the 1880s the Armenian masses had 

not yet been transformed into a major factor in any strategy for social, economic, and political 

liberation. Understanding and interpreting the political practice of large groups (larger than elites) 

requires a different, somewhat more elaborate framework. As agents of social change, the political 

parties leading the revolution adopted the process of “rational” political discourse developed in 

Europe: they formulated programs, which embodied their worldview and their strategy.3 The 

articulation of their ideologies in more or less coherent terms provided a relationship between 

theory and practice, the understanding of which requires different methodological tools. In 

addition, because of the relative wealth of material on the latter period, if it were analyzed on the 

same level as the earlier periods, there would have been such an imbalance that it seemed best to 

postpone the study of the ideology of the Armenian revolution until a monograph could be 

devoted to it. 

The purpose of this study is to analyze the relevance of social classes in the development 

of Armenian liberationist activities. While the study includes much evidence that is new or that 

has been ignored, the facts of the story are largely known. The premise of the study is that the 

conception and active pursuit of Armenian liberation underwent fundamental changes between the 

sixteenth and nineteenth centuries. Early activists sought the overthrow of foreign rule and the 

establishment of an Armenian kingdom through diplomatic contacts. By the nineteenth century 

some Armenians were demanding reforms, and were ready to pursue their modest goals through 

armed rebellions. 

The end of Armenian sovereignty is the starting point of this work. The disintegration of 

the dream of a reconstituted Armenian kingdom—the plot of the story under study—was neither a 

simple nor a clearly visible process. The last major Armenian dynasty in historic Armenia had 

collapsed when the Bagratid capital of Ani fell in 1045. Although some feudal houses, largely in 

the northeast of Armenia, were able to survive the Byzantine and Seljuk invasions, Armenia did 

not have Armenian rulers again until the twentieth century. Armenian dynastic rule in Cilicia, 

begun as a principality in 1080, was unable to supplant the royal tradition of historic Armenia; the 

last king of Cilicia was deposed and exiled in 1375 by the Mamluks.4 

When the dust cleared after four centuries of invasions, uncertainties, and instability 

following the fall of the last major kingdom in historic Armenia in the eleventh century, two new 



 7 

empires had become masters of the ancient homeland. With a final partition in 1639, the Ottoman 

Empire controlled most of Armenia, while Safavid Iran retained the easternmost sector.5 

Sovereignty was not all that disappeared by the time the final partition took effect. 

Between the eleventh and sixteenth centuries Armenian society also lost its most entrenched ruling 

class, the landed aristocracy. For centuries, that aristocracy had sustained—if not defined—the 

political system in Armenia. It had given birth kings and dynasties and caused the downfall. 

Secure in their patrimonial lands and protected by rigid laws of primogeniture, feudal families had 

survived where royal dynasties could not. The aristocracy represented the model of the combined 

economic and political power. The disruption of the feudal order started under Arab rule and 

continued under the domination of Byzantium. Seljuk and other Turkic invasions completed the 

disintegration of the aristocratic system.6 Only in a few mountainous regions did remnants of the 

feudal order endure, but they hardly represented any power beyond the local boundaries. The 

breakdown of a political system that had existed for over a millennium added a new dimension to 

the question of political leadership. Who would define Armenian goals and problems? Who would 

represent Armenians? How would Armenians adjust to their new status as a subject people? What 

would they envision for their future,, should they reject the present? 

The first answers were inspired from the past. Beginning in the sixteenth century 

Catholicosses of Etchmiadzin promoted the vision of a resurrected Armenian kingdom through 

diplomacy. Etchmiadzin, the religious and spiritual center of Armenian Christianity, and the 

Catholicos, the spiritual and administrative leader of the Armenian Apostolic Church, constituted 

then the only symbolic or actual pan-Armenian institution. By the eighteenth century it was the 

meliks (princes) of the mountainous Karabakh region in Eastern Armenia who assumed the role of 

articulating the dream of a return to the past in the form of a political program that involved 

increased local autonomy through armed rebellion against Persian rule. In Cilicia the leaders of 

Zeytun, the Western Armenian counterparts of the meliks, resisted Ottoman armies in the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries for the more modest goals of preserving local privileges from 

the encroachments of the central government. 

In Ottoman Armenia and Europe in the seventeenth century and in India in the eighteenth 

century the dream of a reconstituted Armenian state under a dynamic government also inspired the 

transient yet powerful Armenian merchants. The search for a secure home for developing or 
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endangered capital was the immediate motivation for their expression of patriotism. Their visions 

waned along with the world that had sustained their hopes for a revived crusade. 

It was first the privileged classes and elements in Armenian society, then, including the 

high clergy, the remnants of the landed aristocracy and the merchants, that undertook organized 

initiatives toward liberation, which they defined generally as liberation of Armenian territories. As 

each group eventually made its peace with the power ruling over Armenia, the initiative passed to 

another. With every new phase in this admittedly simplified scheme came a degree of 

democratization both in the decision making process and in the vision of a free Armenia. With 

each passing phase more of the lower classes were to benefit from the proposed or implied new 

order, ultimately to be defined as the liberation of the people. 

These new undertakings tended to increase also the role of the lower classes in the strategy 

of liberation. By the mid-nineteenth century the main impetus for political struggle against the 

status quo came from the peasantry, the craftsmen, the laborers, and the petty bourgeoisie; 

accordingly, the movement sustained by popular demands and expectations was destined to be 

more radical and less compromising than initiatives undertaken and defined by privileged groups. 

Phases of this transformation represent gradual shifts in the theory and practice of 

liberation; these reflect not only changes in objective conditions often imposed by outside forces 

but also modifications in the ideological imagination of the actors in history. 

To explain such patterns of change in the ideology and practice of liberation, a set of 

questions will be asked regarding the activities of those who labored in the name of the Armenian 

people: What are their motivations? How are these motivations related to their social background? 

What was their basis of legitimacy? What is their vision of liberated Armenia and how is that 

related to their strategy of liberation; more specifically, why did they cease their activities on 

behalf of liberation? 

The demise of these programs was due sometimes to the disintegration of the class from 

which it had arisen, and on other occasions, to the abandonment of dreams in favor of the status 

quo. Initiatives changed hands not because the new groups struggled against the old, politically or 

ideologically challenging the assumptions or the strategy of the first, but rather because the first 

either lost interest in its own initiative or simply disappeared. In fact, although they succeeded 

each other, efforts at liberation do not constitute a continuous chain of events. To the extent that 
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they represent classes and institutions rather than individuals, the liberators during the period 

under study are like characters in one-act plays that succeed each other but are not related. It is the 

historian’s conceptualization, not any units of ploy that brings them together. These initiatives on 

the part of a particular individual or group responded not to any mandate or obligation, but to a 

void and to an absence of opposition. 

Changes in Armenian political thought were similarly disjointed. Political ideals were 

more often consumed by their irrelevance than by their actual success or failure. When initiatives 

and political programs responded to the limited concerns or the changing circumstances of 

transient or otherwise privileged groups, the motivation for action was not sustained enough to 

become institutionalized. Catholicosses got involved in daring diplomatic maneuvers only long 

enough to discover the pitfalls of determined political action. A lay individual such as Joseph 

Emin, the son of a Madras merchant in search of a plan to liberate Armenia, seems to have been 

unaware of the experiences of an earlier devotee of personalized diplomacy, Israel Ori, and 

repeated most of his mistakes. Although colonies of Armenian merchants have been a constant in 

Armenian history, the merchant class displayed no more than a passing involvement in these 

schemes for liberation. 

Armenians pursuing the goal of liberation always claimed to speak and act on behalf of all 

Armenians. Appeals to Europe for assistance were usually prefaced by statements regarding the 

sufferings of the masses. Yet their vision, their normal conduct, and their conditional involvement 

in liberation activities betray concern for narrower, more particularized interests—interests for 

which the sufferings of the masses could be and often were ignored. 

Once one differentiates between ideology and reality, what was not said and what was not 

done become as important as what was proclaimed and inscribed by the liberator. Admittedly, this 

can lead to conjectures difficult to document as positively as with other assertions. Nevertheless, 

patterns of inaction on the part of the individual group or class are often as revealing as manifest 

action seems to be. The distortions inherent in a methodology, which ignores such patterns, are 

greater than those resulting from carefully laid conjectures. 

A source of difficulty in the adequate historical evaluation of early liberation activities has 

been the absence in Armenian political thought of a consecrated, ideal social organization. 

Throughout the long history of Armenian statehood, feudalism had come to be regarded as the 
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natural order. What little political thought survived feudalism itself failed to provide tests of 

legitimacy or methods of evaluation. In the absence of institutionalized debate and leadership, 

such a consecrated ideal could have been the focal point for discussion, however distant in time 

and space. It could have constituted a framework within which challenges, innovations, or 

reinterpretations in political thought and practice could have been absorbed; it could have 

provided a standard by which to measure achievements or failures. The program of the Madras 

group of thinkers in the eighteenth century proposing a constitutional monarchy for Armenia, for 

example, stands alone without consequence except for the interest of historians. The Madras 

program represents a radical break with the norms and views generally associated with Armenian 

statehood; it implies a critique of dominant Armenian political thought and practice. Yet, even as a 

matter of academic interest, it has failed to inspire sustained debate. As is the case with most other 

programs developed during this period, it is isolated and cast in terms so peculiar to itself that 

there is little basis for universalization. 

The pattern of change in political leadership and the absence of a unifying political theory 

enabled early leaders and activists to evade accountability to their contemporaries and immediate 

followers. Even now, the actions of early liberators who claimed to speak and act on behalf of the 

whole nation seem less subject to scrutiny than the deeds of the more recent, revolutionary 

activists. 

The absence of an internal criticism has allowed the external foe—the more enduring and 

dramatic factor in Armenian history—to dominate the analysis of Armenian political thought at 

the expense of the study of internal social dynamics, which, ultimately, are equally responsible for 

the actions, and visions of Armenians. 
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Chapter 1 

 

Between Old and New: The Quest for a Kingdom 
 

The establishment in the sixteenth century of Ottoman and Safavid rule over a partitioned 

Armenia raised once more the critical question of the integration of a native Christian population 

in theocratic Muslim empires. The nature of social organization sustained by the new military 

giants of the Near East allowed conditional economic integration and only partial social 

accommodation. Participation in the political apparatus was, at best, nominal for selected 

individuals and nonexistent for the community at large.1 

Those classes and institutions in Armenian society, which represented organized political, 

military, or financial power such as the high clergy, the remnants of the landed aristocracy, and the 

rising merchant class, looked only to their own interests. In due course the masses of peasants, 

craftsmen, and petty traders were left to carry almost the entire weight of economic exploitation, 

social discrimination, and political oppression characteristic of the new regimes. 

Peasants, especially Armenian peasants, had suffered most during the long and protracted 

Turko-Persian wars and benefited least from conditions of peace. Once expansion stopped, their 

share of the harvest dwindled, and sipahis, the Muslim feudal landed cavalry, turned to land rent 

as their primary source of income.2 Peasants occupied the lowest position in the priorities of 

public spending but were the first to suffer from inflation and the debasement of the silver content 

of the akche or minted coin in the Ottoman Empire at the end of the sixteenth century.3 Those who 

produced the food were the first to starve during times of scarcity and last to profit from periods of 

prosperity, such as occurred at the end of the seventeenth century.4 Attached to their land by the 

accumulated labor of generations, substantial segments within the peasantry lost their holdings or 

communally owned villages to usurers, self-serving officials, or feudal landlords.5 

In addition to the inconveniences of regressive tax systems, peoples within the Ottoman 

and Safavid empires were burdened with tax-farming, with illegal and extralegal taxes, and with 

central governments unable or unwilling to control arbitrary rule in the provinces. In Persian 

Armenia during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries the land and head taxes alone took as 

much as 40 percent of the crop.6 In the Ottoman Empire, a chronicler writing at the end of the 
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seventeenth century complained that peasants were deprived of even the minimum nutrition that 

serfs normally received.7 In fact, more and more peasants were reduced to the status of serfs tied 

to the land, not only by tradition, but also by provincial kanunnames (law codes), whose 

regulations mandated the return of runaway peasants.8 

Even in the more stable Ottoman sector of Armenia, conditions were not conducive for the 

development of trade and manufacturing. Although the old Levantine caravan routes recovered 

somewhat following the treaty of 1639, the lack of security, heavy duties levied by the 

government, and the discovery of alternate passages to India and China had the combined effect of 

limiting the duration and scope of that recovery.9 The central authorities were either unwilling, as 

in the Ottoman Empire, or incapable, as in the Persian Empire, to introduce policies that would 

provide for the uniform development of the distant provinces such as the Armenian territories. 

Consequently, when international trade with Europe became an important part of the economies of 

these empires, a corresponding upsurge of trade in Armenia did not occur. While an 

entrepreneurial class did evolve in the provinces, its members soon discovered that they were 

unable to expand or even preserve their capital for long. Whatever capital they accumulated was 

soon transferred to coastal cities or European centers where investments were safer.10 

Certainly, weaknesses in the economic structures caused suffering for peasants and the 

urban poor regardless of religion and race. Christians, however, were subjected to discriminatory 

taxation and to humiliating social practices. Illegal and extralegal taxes were more easily 

conceived and more readily rationalized when it was the Christians who were to carry the burden. 

Christians were also singled out for a head tax on all males. The jizye or asker bedeliye was 

collected in lieu of the military service, which Christians were not allowed to render because of 

the theocratic nature of the empires. This tax could hardly compare with the cost of a mercenary in 

the army. It often fluctuated for the benefit of tax collectors and became one of the most abusive 

and humiliating tools of Ottoman and Persian rules.11 

A host of laws and regulations in matters ranging from clothing to judicial procedures set 

Christians apart from their Muslim neighbors. Restrictive social conventions reinforced among 

Turks and Kurds a sense of superiority instilled by religion and religious politics. The 

identification through race and religion with the ruler of the land was one of the tools effectively 
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used in both empires, but particularly among, the Ottomans, to deter political and social 

integration of the lower classes when economic integration had already taken place. 

Social and to some extent political integration did take place, however, between the more 

fortunate elements in Armenian society and their new overlords. Paradoxically, the initial steps 

toward the re-creation of an Armenian state were undertaken by the high clergy when, in fact, the 

Church was the Armenian institution most readily accepted, if not sponsored, by sultan and shah 

alike. 

Understandably, the initial plans for the liberation of Armenia drawn by those most 

integrated into their overlords’ society—the high clergy, the remnants of the landed aristocracy, 

and the merchant class—were more evocative of past glories than of future possibilities. 

 

Clerical Diplomacy and Legends of Liberation 

Starting in mid-sixteenth century, three consecutive Catholicosses of Etchmiadzin initiated 

missions to Europe with the purpose of urging Christian rulers to free Armenia. The first 

Catholicos to undertake such a mission was Stepanos Salmastetsi who, empowered by an 

assembly of notables held in 1547, visited Rome, Venice, and Lemberg. During this journey 

Salmastetsi met with Pope Julius III, Emperor Charles V, and King Sigismund II.12 His successor, 

Mikael Sebastatsi, sent a similar mission to Venice in 1562 headed by the able Abgar Tokatetsi 

who claimed royal descent. This mission, too, had followed a secret meeting invited by Sebastatsi 

in his hometown of Sivas (Sebastea) in Ottoman Armenia. Although subsequently the Catholicos 

declined an invitation by the Venetian leaders arranged by Tokatetsi, the latter’s son settled in 

Venice and kept contact with the court.13 The third mission was led by Catholicos Tadeos. His 

activities were limited to a visit to Lemberg in 1575.14 Thereafter, high-level clerical diplomacy 

seems to have abated for almost a century. Then, one of the more colorful figures to occupy the 

Etchmiadzin See, Hakob Jughayetsi, arranged yet another secret meeting of notable clergymen and 

“princes” in 1677. Thus another delegation, headed by the Catholicos, set off for Europe. But 

before it could reach its destination, the group disintegrated upon the death of its leader in 

Constantinople. 

Office holders in Etchmiadzin were not the only clergymen to seek diplomatic contacts 

with the West. In 1575, the Catholicos of Cilicia, Khachatur Zeytuntsi, and his associates appealed 
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to the pope for help.15 Cilicia, a coastal region in the Northeastern corner of the Mediterranean, 

had come under Armenian suzerainty from the eleventh to the fourteenth centuries; its rulers 

generally had supported the various crusades. Khachatur Gaghatatsi, another Catholicos of Cilicia, 

joined the Greek and Assyrian patriarchs of Antioch in 1662, and once more in 1663, in inviting 

the armed assistance of the “Most Christian” Louis XIV. He is also reported to have celebrated 

Mass in Crete in 1667 for the success of Venetian armies, i.e., French interests, in their long war 

against the Ottoman Empire.16 In 1670 Catholicos Petros of Gantsasar in the historic Aghvank 

province appealed to the Russian court for sponsorship of Armenians.17 Over a century later, 

Catholicos Kirakos Ajapahian of Cilicia too was accused by Ottoman authorities of having 

political contacts with the Russian government.18 

These manifest instances of clerical diplomacy were at least partially based on the avowed 

military and political interests of emerging European states. Ministers of France such as the duke 

of Sully and the viscount of Turenne in the seventeenth century drew detailed plans for the 

“crusade” against the Ottomans.19 More commonly, the pursuit of interests led European powers 

to regional conflicts as well as alliances and accommodations with the two Near Eastern powers. 

The diplomatic support which France provided to the adventurer and Dominican priest known as 

Father Ottoman indicates that military campaigns and diplomatic maneuvers were intended to 

expand the power of rulers rather than alleviate the burden of the ruled: the replacement of the 

Muslim sultan of the Ottoman Empire with a Christian one could have achieved that goal without 

altering any of the institutions or the organization of the coveted territories. The one clear change 

expected by Catholic Europe was that Armenians convert to Catholicism.20 Nevertheless, 

Catholicosses and their allies persisted in their expectations that European potentates would 

ultimately hand Armenians their freedom from alien Muslim rule. This belief was the result of two 

related factors. First, the medieval, crusader mentality continued to dominate the political 

perceptions of Armenians. The last of the independent dynasties, the Lusignans of Cilicia, had 

disappeared from history panting for rescue from their western coreligionists.21 They left behind 

the delusion of divine or, at the least, papal intervention with the active propaganda subsequently 

generated by catholic missionaries, that delusion transformed into the legend of the “Franks.” 

According to this legend, fathers of the Armenian Church had long ago prophesied that “Franks” 

would liberate Armenians. In time, the label was applied to any Christian power that showed 
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interest in the Armenians. Even when the term was no longer used commonly, the legend itself 

remained instrumental in shaping political hopes among Armenians.22 

Second, and more important, the strategy of liberation corresponded to the perceptions of 

the leaders as to what was being liberated and why. As an institution the Armenian Church had 

come to rely on a world view which considered collective and individual moral behavior the 

exclusive factors in the interpretation of historical change; Muslim rule was both the cause for all 

the misfortunes of the Armenians and the punishment for their past sins. The Christian West had 

not met the same fate. It was more powerful and, therefore, was the natural and only force able to 

destroy Muslim power. Thus, the strategy of liberation—a clear manifestation of the ideology—

relied on foreign intervention in the name of religion and had no room for the participation of the 

Armenian masses. The peasants and the poor were excluded from the contemplated liberation that 

assigned roles to power-holders and power-brokers, but not those over whom power was 

exercised. 

This strategy for liberation was also consonant with the vision of a future Armenia where 

the Church was ensured a dominant position. Political power was a goal, which consumed the 

Church as much as did its claim for spiritual monopoly. The Armenian Church was one of the 

largest landholding institutions in Armenia since her conversion to Christianity in the early fourth 

century. The Church was very much part of the political structure even in the eighteenth century 

when the wealth of monasteries had diminished considerably.23 

Historically the Church had identified itself with feudal interests and occasionally had 

joined the nakharars or feudal lords in challenging royal authority. After the loss of Armenian 

independence, Catholicosses and bishops shared political authority with the nakharars until that 

class too disintegrated and the Church remained the sole national institution.  

In fact, the position of clergy seems to have been enhanced over time by their actual or 

assumed blood relations with ancient nobility. The Hasan Jalalian Catholicosses of Gantsasar were 

members of a family that traditionally ruled parts of Karabakh in Eastern Armenia. The 

Ajapahians of Sis boasted their descent from the Rubenid dynasty of Cilicia; in the eighteenth 

century one of them used the stones of Prince Ruben’s eleventh century palace to build a new 

cathedral in Sis as part of the first reconstruction program since the fall of the Cilician dynasty in 

the area.24 Sixteenth and seventeenth century sources describe the Catholicosses of Aghtamar as 
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heirs of not only the spiritual authority of their predecessors but also of the political functions of 

the Ardsruni kings of Vaspurakan.25 The most revealing and ambitious argument for the political 

prerogatives of the Church was presented by Simeon Erevantsi (d.1780), Catholicos of All 

Armenians in Etchmiadzin. An educated and philosophically inclined clergyman, Erevantsi argued 

that as Jesus Christ was the only intercessor between God and mankind, Catholicosses of 

Etchmiadzin, in their role as successors to Gregory the Illuminator (himself the sole intercessor 

between Christ and Armenians), were to be the only mediators between Armenians and their 

political destiny.26 

It was because of this strong claim for authority that foreign rulers recognized the Church 

as a valuable mediator between themselves and the subject peoples. This policy was especially 

valid for the Ottoman and Safavid empires, where political authority was sanctioned as the 

manifestation of the government of the umma (religious community): there the Armenian Church 

was a ready-made machinery to co-opt the non-Muslim subjects into the state organization without 

compromising the Islamic character of the state and, in fact, strengthening the religious basis of 

political authority. Generally speaking, the Ottoman and Persian rulers granted clergymen and the 

Church rights and prerogatives—in many respects similar to those granted to the ulema and the 

mosque—that were otherwise denied to subjects and other institutions. These privileges included 

access to high officials of government; exemption of some landholdings from taxation; direction 

of all community educational, charitable, and cultural activities; and control of community courts 

dealing with religious and civil matters. Thus, to the extent that politics consists of relations 

between individuals and their government, the Church became a political institution and clergy the 

intermediaries, if not intercessors, between subjects and the state. 

This renewed predominance of the Armenian Church was of dubious value for the 

community. On the one hand it provided a legal framework for organizing community activities; 

on the other hand it helped create a less dynamic, more stagnant community defined as a religious 

entity by alien governments, limited and limiting in its self-perception by the timeless 

interpretations of biblical parables, and restrained in its actions by transcendental hopes 

perpetuated by the clergy and the clerically minded. Nevertheless, the continued preeminence of 

the Church depended upon the legitimization of these claims by a military authority and their 

social acceptance by the peoples. 
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Clerical diplomacy and its underlying assumptions can best be understood in fact when the 

Church is seen as an institution accepted into the power structure but not yet secure or integrated. 

Thus, the supreme leaders of the Church had to take advantage of imperial turmoil to advance 

their diplomatic aims. In fact, it was during the Persian civil war in 1545-1546, when Alkhaz 

Mirza had taken up arms against Shah Tahmasp I, that the first two Armenian diplomatic missions 

to Europe were undertaken; and when Mikael Sebastatsi organized the mission of Abgar Tokatetsi, 

he had been forced to take refuge in Western Armenia due to internal Church upheavals.27 

There were also domestic reasons for Catholicosses to reach for Europe for support. The 

general factors that created instability during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries also 

encouraged intrigue and usurpation against the traditional rights and prerogatives of the mother 

see. The high clergy during this period behaved much like the cantankerous feudal lords of earlier 

centuries. The Catholicossate of Aghtamar, a nominal center near Van since the end of the 

Ardsruni dynasty, encroached upon the rights of Etchmiadzin by extending its own jurisdiction 

over neighboring districts.28 An equally serious conflict arose between Sis and Etchmiadzin 

regarding matters of prestige and power, which engulfed the patriarchates of Constantinople and 

Jerusalem as well.29 The competitive and demoralizing spirit continued in the eighteenth century 

when Gantsasar and Etchmiadzin vied for the control of the newly formed Armenian communities 

in Russia.30 

Internal conflicts were most discomfiting when accompanied by the claims of rival 

candidates for various offices in the Church. Tadeos, the initiator of the third mission, was 

recognized only by a segment of the clergy as supreme head of the Church in Etchmiadzin. Even 

in worse position to pursue the lofty goal of liberation was Hakob Jughayetsi, the last Catholicos 

to initiate a major diplomatic campaign. When Jughayetsi invited the princes and notables of 

Eastern Armenia for a secret meeting in Etchmiadzin in 1677, he found himself in conflict with 

most of the other religious leaders on more than general jurisdictional matters. Already in deep 

political trouble because of his association with a Georgian revolt against the khan of Erevan, 

Jughayetsils seat was now threatened by the rival candidacy of Eghiazar Aintaptsi who had strong 

backing in many communities.31 Added to Jughayetsi’s political difficulties was the specter of 

financial disaster. As a result of a campaign to increase the landholdings of Etchmiadzin on credit, 

he was personally indebted beyond his means. He had borrowed heavily against the treasures and 
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properties of the Church and stood to lose them to creditors. One of these creditors, the khan of 

Erevan, had even imprisoned the diplomat-Catholicos briefly, until released by order of the shah.32 

While the personal fortunes of the clergy and institutional security of the Church cannot be 

directly linked to the national policies of the Church, it is clear that active measures to liberate 

Armenia were not common for the leaders of the Church; and, except for Jughayetsi’s mission 

which disintegrated upon his death, such efforts through church channels are nonexistent after the 

sixteenth century. 

The goals of clerical diplomacy reflected limited class and institutional interests. The 

ultimate aim of Church leaders was the reestablishment of a Christian independent dynasty. 

Beginning with the seventeenth century there are colophons that call for a return to the past as a 

solution to the ills of Armenian society.33 To achieve that aim many leaders of the Church 

considered the possibility of conversion to Catholicism and subjection to a non-Armenian dynasty. 

Within the unchanging universe of clerical thought, Christian rulers of the feudal West were as 

close in space as seemingly pious Armenian kings were in time. 

Ideologically, therefore, Catholicos-diplomats, and their associates pointed to the religion 

of the ruler, Islam, as the source of misgovernment. Yet their proposed solution, replacing Muslim 

shahs and sultans with Christian kings, would have alleviated only those hardships that emanated 

from religious discrimination against Christians. Although these were certainly substantial and 

their elimination would have improved the lot of the common Christians in important respects, a 

change in the religion of the ruler would hardly have brought an end to the economic and political 

oppression of Armenians on whose behalf; ostensibly, foreign military assistance was being 

sought. 

In fact, the Armenian Church itself was part of the problem to the extent that it was a 

landowning institution integrated in the power structure.34 Preceding the treaty of 1639, the 

monastery of Etchmiadzin was stable neither politically nor economically. The once prosperous 

religious center owned no more than one tarkhan, the land unit exempt from the bahra or land tax. 

Between 1639 and 1763 that number reached seventy-five.35 In the sixteenth century 

Catholicosses lamented the “anxious and bitter times” brought upon Armenians by lawless 

elements and cruel tax collectors. In the eighteenth century Catholicosses were in a position to 

loan cash amounts to Armenian peasant communities that stood to lose their communal lands 
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because of exorbitant taxes. The creditors are known to have lent the money in return for a fifth of 

the harvest in perpetuity.36  

The chronicler, who bemoaned in numerous colophons the cruel and excessive use of force 

by Persian officials against Christian Armenians, did not hesitate to call upon the services of the 

same Persian overlords to put an end to the movement of townspeople in New Julfa who were 

unhappy with the abuses of churchmen in the 1640s. The leader of the disgruntled, Tumik, was 

subjected to a trial which rivaled the Inquisition. Tumik and his associates were preceded in the 

early 1600s by a “heretic” known as Mekhlu who acquired an impressive following in Artsakh, 

Eastern Armenia. Once, as a monastic, Mekhlu had thought it was only right to distribute the 

landholdings of his monastery to those peasants who tilled the land. Mekhlu’s teachings were 

reminiscent of the better known Paulician and Tondrakian movements in Armenian history (7-11 

c.). As their predecessors had done a millennium earlier, Catholicosses and bishops invited the full 

weight of their foreign overlords to persecute Mekhlu and his supporters in Persia as well as in 

Ottoman Armenia.37 

There remains the apparent paradox between the few initiatives discussed above and the 

more consistent policy of “prudence” and expedience followed by most Church leaders, 

particularly after the seventeenth century. As a general rule, sources provide examples of high and 

low clergymen who, acting as the opinion makers of their time, informed their restless flocks that 

Muslim, i.e., Turkish and Persian rule, had been dominant since the beginning of time and advised 

Armenians to seek happiness in the next world. While claiming the leadership of the people, they 

advocated the separation of Armenian politics from the affairs of state. Armed with biblical 

parables, they preached the virtues of timidity and the transcendental rewards of fatalism. Joseph 

Emin relates the following conversation, real or imaginary, between himself and an Armenian 

peasant, who was surprised to see an armed Armenian, during Emin’s passage through Western 

Armenia, in a village called Jinis: 
 

-You, Christians, what is the reason of your objecting if any of your countrymen should take a 
fancy to be a warrior? And why are you not free? Why have you not a sovereign of your own?  

- Sir, our liberty is in the next world, our king is Jesus Christ. 

- How came that about? Who told you so? 

- The Holy fathers of the Church, who say, the Armenian nation has been subject to the 
Mahometans from the creation of the world, and must remain so till the day of resurrection; 
otherwise we could soon drive the Othman out of the country...38  
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The continued reconciliation of the majority of Armenians with their subservient status stands in 

sharp contrast with the avowed goals of Salmastetsi and his successors. 

Invasions, wars, famines, and periods of lawlessness affected monasteries and churches, 

villages and towns alike. If anything, religious centers were even better targets for looters since 

cathedrals and monasteries housed much wealth in the form of precious stones and metals. This 

shared vulnerability explains the sensitivity of clergy to the plight of the commoners during crises. 

The Church and churchmen, however, had at their disposal means, which enabled them to recover 

quickly; the common believer did not. Furthermore, while the persecution of clergymen would 

auger dreadful times for the less privileged, the opulence in which high clergymen often lived or 

the honors they received at the hand of foreign rulers rarely translated into an improvement in the 

lot of the peasant. 

Nevertheless, the Armenian Church was taken to be the embodiment of the Armenian 

people and the welfare of its officials and of the institution was equated to the welfare of all 

Armenians. Such beliefs made it possible for the Catholicosses to justify their superiority and to 

perceive their political needs as the needs of the entire Armenian people. The reestablishment of 

an Armenian kingdom or, at least of Christian rule, was seen then as an ideal way of securing the 

Church’s erstwhile status. The Church’s plans for liberation, which in two of the four cases 

involved Eastern Armenia alone, were a last resort, pursued only when the risks were minimized 

by general turmoil in the land or made irrelevant since all was lost, regardless. 

The continuation of the status quo became policy in the eighteenth century. Concerned 

with survival, used to authority, and occasionally obsessed with power, the spiritual leaders of 

Armenia were also cautious individuals who could not have sympathized with or assisted in the 

political activities of Israel Ori and Joseph Emin.39 They also remained aloof during the revolt by 

the Karabakh princes in the first quarter of the eighteenth century. To what extent this was related 

to the fact that the sultan had recognized the tax-exempt status of Etchmiadzin-owned lands during 

the decade of Ottoman occupation of Eastern Armenia, 1728-1738, cannot be ascertained easily. 

Nonetheless, when Persian rule returned, the shah could think of no better way to secure the 

allegiance of his Armenian subjects than by increasing the landholdings of Etchmiadzin and 

conferring expensive gifts upon the Catholicos during a rare personal visit to the monastery.40 
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Catholicosses following Jughayetsi continued to pray for foreign assistance, some louder 

than others, at least loud enough for the Russian court to hear. They could join the lamentation of 

the scribe Manuel of Garahisar, who, after decrying oppression, over taxation and devastation at 

the hands of the Turks “because of [our] immense sins,” was disappointed that “from nowhere is 

there any help coming, neither from heaven or earth, nor from anywhere else.”41 By the eighteenth 

century the initiative was grasped by others. The remnants of the Armenian nobility resurfaced for 

the last time and pursued the goal of liberation, as they understood it. 

 

The Last Stands of the Nobility 

Of the many regions of historic Armenia where a degree of autonomy had been preserved, 

Zeytun in the Cilician region of the Ottoman Empire and Karabakh and Siunik in Persian Armenia 

were the most vital. It is understandable that Catholicosses planning the establishment of a 

kingdom would view the meliks as their natural allies. The princes of the mountains were among 

those trusted by Church leaders to attend the “secret” meetings in Etchmiadzin. 

To the extent that the remnants of the landed aristocracy longed for the same “glorious” 

days of feudalism, as did the Church, the framework within which the two operated was one. 

Similar to the Church, princes had their own transcendental basis of legitimacy characteristic of 

nobility everywhere, such as blood privileges and ancestral rights. Unlike the Church, however, 

the princes owed their survival to military strength, not mere political cooptation. Largely 

impoverished and threatened by efforts of total subjugation or centralization, the princes of the 

mountains differed from the princes of the Church. The dominant powers were far less benevolent 

toward the landed and armed aristocracy than they were toward the Church. The last scions of the 

nobility of sword lacked the structural unity, which the Church enjoyed; separated geographically, 

they also remained isolated from each other. Impervious to change and to the need for new forms 

of organization, the surviving noblemen had their own traditions to uphold. Yet they continued to 

maintain a more direct, almost a natural political link with their local communities. This link drew 

the princes into the struggle. They took part in the uprisings against central authority in Persia in 

the eighteenth century and in the Ottoman Empire in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 

While the nobility’s attachment to traditions, to the land, and to their history provided a 

source of pride and hope to the desperate but aspiring poor, the remnants of the nakharars 
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themselves rarely provided a collective ideal more palpable or a strategy of liberation more viable 

than what was offered by the Church.42 

Two important developments underlie the activities of the princes or meliks in Eastern 

Armenia in the eighteenth century. First, lay leaders and provincial clergy began to sponsor 

initiatives for the liberation of Armenia. Second, Russia emerged as the power most likely to 

intervene in Armenia. In many respects the figure of Israel Ori foreshadows these developments. 

Ori was from Karabakh, probably from a family of meliks. It appears that as a young man 

he accompanied his father, a member of Catholicos Hakob Jughayetsi’s delegation in 1678. When 

the delegation disbanded, Ori continued the journey. From then until his death in 1711, he 

dedicated himself to the goal of freeing Eastern Armenia from Persian domination. A life full of 

adventures took him from court to court where he stirred the interest of kings and princes in the 

fate of Armenians. Ori’s first major success came when the elector of the Palatinate committed 

himself to Ori’s goals. The elector was interested in the possibilities of local support for the war 

that some central European states and Russia were waging against the Ottoman Empire as well as 

in the expansion of Catholicism. It eventually became clear, however, that the key to the success 

of any plan for European intervention was Russia, without whose consent and active assistance it 

was logistically difficult to ensure military intervention. Ori traveled to Moscow in 1703 and noted 

that the expansion plans of Peter the Great involved the Caucasus as well. This made Peter the 

most natural candidate for foreign protector. Officials of the Russian foreign ministry paid careful 

attention to Ori’s design and enlisted him in their service.43 

It seems that Israel Ori learned some valuable lessons in diplomacy during his long quest 

for allies in Europe. Between the Palatinate and Moscow he altered his proposed strategy to free 

Armenians. Rather than rely solely on the crusading spirit of rulers, Ori advanced political and 

military arguments that stressed common interests. His plans emphasized the active participation 

of Armenian meliks as well as civilians in strategic positions in the projected campaign against 

Persian forces. Although the young diplomat had exaggerated the importance of both elements in 

earlier drafts of the plan, the Moscow version of Ori’s work clearly manifested a realistic 

understanding of available resources. During a secret trip to his native Karabakh in 1699, Ori had 

had no difficulty securing the written and manifest commitment of meliks to his project. His 

efforts received no encouragement, however, from Hakob Jughayetsi’s successor in Etchmiadzin. 
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The figure of a lone and indefatigable individual laboring for the liberation of his 

fatherland has fascinated historians. In his monumental study on this subject, Ashot Hovhannisian 

has asserted that Israel Ori’s plan, as presented in Moscow, constituted the cornerstone of the 

salutary “Russian orientation” in Armenian politics. Beyond that, Hovhannisian has characterized 

Ori as a political genius who transcended the denominational conflicts plaguing Armenians, 

presaging the rise of modern Armenian national consciousness. Ori considered the possibility of 

assistance from Western Armenians and appreciated the idea of cooperating among the 

nationalities of the Caucasus. One does not need to accept in its entirety this superlative evaluation 

of Ori’s personality to realize that such an involvement in the liberation movement represents 

important departures from earlier efforts.44 

Ori became the first full time propagandist-diplomat devoted to Armenian liberation; 

others before him, and for a long while after him, were involved as clergymen or merchants. This 

is all the more remarkable, since started as a self-appointed diplomat with no constituency. He 

went with the Jughayetsi mission most probably to accompany his father and not as a fully 

empowered delegate. He financed his subsequent travels through his own funds by dabbling in 

trade. Whatever support and recognition he was able to secure for his goals were given on the sole 

basis of his personality. It is highly unlikely that Ori’s noble descent would have been sufficient to 

win the trust of the European nobility or even of the meliks of Karabakh. More important than 

Ori’s specific beliefs was his self-perception as an individual capable of changing the course of 

events. Without totally shedding the weight of clerical influence, he brought into the liberation 

movement an unflinching idealism that was lacking among his predecessors and most 

contemporaries. He also revived the militant tradition of meliks in service of a larger cause, a 

tradition that would come to life one last time under the leadership of Davit Beg.45 

Between 1720 and 1728 the Armenian meliks asserted complete authority over Siunik and 

Karabakh. Their actions were prompted by the increasing lawlessness in the region, particularly 

the devastating raids upon Armenian villages within the melikdoms by the neighboring Lezgis. 

What began as a defense of traditional boundaries turned into a drive for increased rights of 

autonomy. At that time the civil war in Persia had engulfed the Caucasian region. Close 

cooperation with the kings of Georgia and promises of imminent Russian advances into the 

Persian Empire inevitably encouraged hopes of more substantial autonomy rights for local leaders 
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such as the meliks. The weakness of the Safavid government tempted the Ottomans to invade the 

Caucasus, which the latter had long coveted; and the Ottoman armies did invade the Caucasus. 

When the Russian military failed to respond, Armenians were forced to shoulder the burden of the 

region’s defense alone, with only occasional aid from Persian troops. Despite a spirited resistance, 

the artillery-equipped Turkish armies were able to occupy most of Eastern Armenia in 1728. 

Persian rule returned after a decade under Nadir Shah. The meliks were able to wrest concessions 

from him on the degree of their autonomy. The authority to administer villages and districts 

formerly under the meliks’ jurisdiction was reaffirmed and the right to keep armed men under 

their command retained. Small regiments of Armenian soldiers were used to ensure domestic 

tranquility and, when needed, to perform regular army duties under Persian commanders. The 

number of such soldiers could reach 40,000, of which the cavalry would constitute 70 percent. 

Meliks continued to pay tribute to the shah and to provincial governors.46 

The attitudes of the various elements in Armenian society toward the events of 1720-1728 

are illustrative of the variety of interests and aims coexistent in Eastern Armenia. The 

Catholicosate of Echmiadzin remained aloof despite the fierce battles waged for the fortress of 

Erevan nearby. Equally conspicuous by their absence were the Persian-Armenian merchants, the 

traditional supporters of Etchmiadzin and the beneficiaries of the economic policies of the Persian 

court. Some Armenian merchants even negotiated secret business deals with the Ottomans while 

the meliks were battling Turkish armies.47 One merchant, Karapet Ivanov, informed Armenian 

leaders of Russian designs and interests in the Caucasus, and urged them to continue the struggle 

even after Russia had signed a treaty with the Ottoman Empire in 1724, a treaty which Ivanov 

supported but which effectively barred Russian support to the Armenian fighters. Ivanov acted as 

the representative of Peter the Great and as a merchant with a strong interest in the future of trade 

routes. He also seems to have participated in some of the battles.48 

During the early years of the struggle in Karabakh, Catholicos Esayi Hasan Jalalian of 

Gantsasar was the uncontested leader of the Armenian forces. His family was one of the oldest and 

most powerful among the meliks; he acted more like a nakharar with high ambitions than as the 

head of a regional religious center. In 1722 Hasan Jalalian organized the armed units of Karabakh, 

negotiated an early alliance with King Vakhtang of Georgia, watched a parade of combined 

Georgian-Armenian regiments, and led Armenians into the battlefield. As one of the few high 
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clergymen supportive of Ori’s plan, the Catholicos made Armenian action conditional upon the 

participation of Russian forces. When it became clear that these were not forthcoming, Hasan 

Jalalian advised all concerned to put down their arms and “not behave like peasants,” though 

peasants they were.49 In fact, the approximately five thousand soldiers under the regular command 

of the meliks were recruited almost entirely from among the peasantry; so were the additional men 

needed during the uprising. Peasants participated wholeheartedly because they stood to gain much: 

they wanted an end to Lezgi raids, which destroyed their lands; they were eager to be free of taxes 

due the Persian court and they dreaded the prospect of Ottoman rule. 

As the mountaineers’ revolt turned into general resistance against invading Ottoman 

armies, portions of the urban population joined the struggle. Craftsmen contributed their time and 

skills, manufacturing arms and ammunition from the little resources available. Youths volunteered 

to serve in the defense of the fortress of Erevan.50 

Much of the popular support seems to have been generated by the inspired leadership of 

Davit Bek, commander of the Siunik Armenians. While the meliks themselves remained in charge 

of their own small armies, the overall strategy was entrusted to Davit Bek. For reasons that must 

have been obvious to the local politicians early in the revolt, King Vakhtang had sent Davit Bek 

from the royal army to assume the position of commander in chief. Davit’s forefathers may have 

been originally from Siunik. Throughout the campaign, Hasan Jalalian and Davit Bek had to 

contend with the unruly and self-serving actions of individual meliks who had not forgotten their 

feudal origins. On several occasions Davit Bek imposed severe measures, including imprisonment 

and the sentence of death, on meliks who abandoned the common cause to pursue their individual 

or family interests, or who engaged in negotiations or passed over to the enemy.51 It was probably 

Davit Bek’s determined policies on behalf of a clearly perceived “general” interest that endeared 

him to the people. He imposed on the fragmented interests of meliks a coherent decision-making 

process. He was able to integrate the military exigencies of the campaign with a political ideal that 

was seen as a sharp improvement over Persian rule.52 

As a general rule, however, the meliks pursued the goal of preserving and possibly 

increasing their authority and reclaiming ancient rights as feudal landowners. They tried to 

emulate Muslim khans who had become “little kings” within their own territories. Foreign 

overlords began to encroach upon the prerogatives and lands of the meliks and brought arbitrary 



 17 

rule closer to the civilian population. The peasantry sought its security in the traditional, relatively 

benevolent rule afforded by the meliks. Hence the institution of melikdom bore a favorable stamp 

for the defenseless peasants. But the meliks’ prerogatives and ability to provide protection 

depended on the continued exercise of feudal rights over these same peasants. The identity of 

interests between them and the peasantry was therefore limited. 

Following the death of Davit Bek in 1728, and of his close associate Mkhitar soon after, 

the campaign disintegrated into sporadic resistance and eventually collapsed. When Nadir finally 

drove the Ottoman armies out of the Caucasus with some help from the Armenians, he recognized 

the autonomy of the meliks along with the prerogatives of the Church. The meliks returned to their 

lands and to the petty squabbles that had occupied them for centuries. The weight of their own 

past prevented them from developing visions beyond the horizons of their fiefdoms.53 

In contrast to the campaigns in Eastern Armenia, the revolts in Zeytun in Ottoman Cilicia 

were aimed primarily against the centralizing policies of the Ottoman government. These policies, 

enforced by the Ottoman army, were directed especially toward the mountainous regions which by 

virtue of their natural defenses enjoyed a certain autonomy. The Ottoman Empire faced serious 

threats at the end of the eighteenth century because of the centrifugal tendencies of new Kurdish 

tribal formations in the eastern provinces of the empire, of the Shahabis in the Lebanon, of the 

Druzes in Syria, and of religious sects in Arabia; but these did not involve the type of civil war 

that had paralyzed the Persian state.54 

During the Ottoman conquest of Cilicia at the beginning of the sixteenth century, Turkish 

armies had to subdue various tribes and derebeys (local overlords) to establish their rule. Since the 

latter had long been the scourge of the local population, particularly of the inhabitants of Zeytun, 

the ishkhans or local Armenian rulers there are known to have assisted the Ottomans.55 Ottoman 

armies, therefore, never invaded the district of Zeytun. In 1618, Sultan Murad IV granted 

autonomy to Zeytun and limited taxes that could be levied to 15,000 piasters—the sum required to 

satisfy the lighting need of Aya Sofia—and an equal amount to be used for the same purpose in 

Armenian churches. Under the traditional government of old aristocratic families, the people of 

Zeytun delivered their taxes themselves and for a long time remained free of any Ottoman 

interference.56 
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This limited autonomy was challenged with increasing intensity from 1780 until the 

outbreak of the world war in 1914, first by the provincial governors and the pashas of Marash, and 

eventually by the central government. Viewing Zeytun’s autonomy as outdated and threatening, 

the Ottoman government sent successive armies to subdue the mountaineers—but to no avail. In 

defense of their rights, the stubborn and resourceful mountaineers refused to pay their taxes and 

took up arms no less than ten times in the course of 150 years. What had begun as a defense of 

rights was soon transformed by general discontent into a struggle against despotism. The presence 

of an Ottoman garrison in the district—one of the demands insisted upon by the Porte—was seen, 

in effect, as an occupation force. The inhabitants of Zeytun feared that direct Ottoman rule would 

bring all the disadvantages of Ottoman rule without any of the benefits of centralization. Thus, 

privileges reminiscent of the feudal age were transformed into a vehicle of “defense of one’s 

person and rights.”57 

The transformation of a historical privilege into a political program was facilitated by the 

gradual equalization of princes and commoners. Although the few leading families of the old 

Zeytun aristocracy continued to dominate the social and political life of the district, they were 

largely impoverished, more so than their counterparts in Karabakh, and none had any extensive 

landholdings. The limited aims of the Zeytun leadership and the total and spirited participation of 

its population in resisting direct Ottoman rule were a consequence of the nobility’s economic 

decline. 

The Porte, of course, viewed any resistance in Zeytun as outright rebellion, and Armenian 

patriarchs of Constantinople considered it insubordination and a moral sin.58 Only Kirakos 

Ajapahian, the popular Catholicos of Cilicia concerned with the rejuvenation of the Cilician 

kingdom, regarded the mountaineers as the worthy descendants of a once courageous people, 

when they fought again in 1819-1820. Ajapahian was called to Constantinople to answer charges 

of illegal activities in conjunction with his construction projects as well as for his suspicious ties 

with the Zeytun rebels. It is doubtful he had given any more than his sympathy; although cleared 

of the charges, he remained a suspect in the eyes of the government.59 

There is no doubt that the 1862 rebellion in Zeytun, the best known in the long series, was 

supported directly and indirectly by many journalists, intellectuals, and other sympathizers among 

Armenians elsewhere. Because of the crucial timing, the national and international press echoed 
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the events and exaggerated its significance.60 A number of factors had changed between the first 

conflict in 1780 and the famous 1862 event: Armenian consciousness had become more political 

than communal; the Ottoman policy of terrorizing the population and accompanying ferocity had 

been institutionalized and could no longer be ascribed to individual unruliness; and the interests of 

imperialist states in the domestic affairs had grown more intense. For Zeytun, however, little had 

changed. Its conflicts began long before and continued long after international diplomacy and 

revolutionary ideology bothered themselves with the tiny district. 

The leaders of Zeytun never conceived of their struggle as the day of reckoning for the 

“sick man of Europe” as some historians and writers have implied. Nor did these leaders project 

Zeytun as the capital of a reborn Armenian state, as some wishfully thought. Furthermore, 

ishkhans hardly stood for the egalitarian, reformed society many of its supporters outside 

espoused. As in Karabakh, the outbursts of Zeytun were the last gasps of a traditionally 

conservative nobility whose world could not survive in the nineteenth century. Nonetheless, for 

the forces of social and political change that emerged in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, 

Siunik, Karabakh, and Zeytun represented a territorial basis for the new national struggle and a 

living link to an Armenian tradition that was more militant and less submissive. 
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Chapter 2 

 

The Transient Visions of the New Princes 
 

The new force to emerge in Armenian society from the sixteenth through the eighteenth 

centuries was the aristocracy of commerce. The “princes’ of trade constituted neither a 

homogeneous nor a unified class. Nonetheless, their role in Armenian history justifies their 

treatment as a single force. 

Opportunities for trade with and within Europe provided the soil on which the Armenian 

merchant class grew. A combination of circumstances permitted enterprising Armenians to assume 

a significant role as intermediaries between the trading centers of the West and the Near and Far 

East. Moreover, adverse conditions in both sectors of Armenia further accentuated the tendency 

inherent in mercantilism for capital to be accumulated and reinvested outside the historic 

homeland, in areas well protected by governments interested in commerce. Invasions, wars, and 

anarchy had brought an end to urban life on the Armenian plateau. Although cities such as 

Erzerum and Van revived their domestic commerce and handicraft production, others could barely 

be distinguished from villages. The old Levantine route was revitalized but could never recover 

the volume of earlier trade. The military and strategic significance of the border provinces 

between the two empires—encompassing most of historical Armenia—tended to undermine their 

economies. 

Eastern Armenia’s economy was dealt a terrible blow by Shah Abbas, who in 1605 forced 

the trading community of Julfa, along with much of the population of the plain of Ararat, to 

migrate to Persia. Some settled in New Julfa, a new town near the capital of Isfahan. There 

Armenian merchants thrived. Supported by privileges granted by the shah’s government, they 

organized trading companies and monopolized the silk trade of Persia.1 Eventually they signed 

treaties with Russia (1667) and the British East India Company (1688), carving out lucrative 

monopolies in trade with India, Persia, Russia, and Europe.2 Thus, the early outposts in India and 

Russia gradually became communities with characters of their own, reinforced by new immigrants 

from Eastern Armenia and Persia.3 
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The trade frontier in the Ottoman sector moved to western Anatolia. Capital accumulated 

there mainly through trade and usury. The early entrepreneurs sought the security and 

opportunities provided by coastal towns. Hence there was a continuous flow of capital and 

manpower from the provinces to Constantinople and Smyrna. Some in Constantinople further 

enriched themselves by financing the purchase of offices by pashas in the best tradition of tax 

farming. Others went into trade, organized family businesses, and even companies of trade. Like 

their Eastern Armenian colleagues, Western Armenian merchants established branches in 

European trade centers.4 

Through their contacts with Western governments and society Armenian merchants 

became conduits of European culture into the Persian and Ottoman empires. Although most 

immediately concerned with innovations in practical fields such as accounting and geography, 

they also acquired first hand experience in the political and economic organization of European 

countries. They discovered that their religious ties with the West offered economic advantages. In 

return, they facilitated the spread of European trade to the Far and Near Eastern markets and the 

incorporation of these regions in the world market system.5 

The political manifestation of economic interests was far more complex. At both ends of 

this trade, Europe and the East, Armenians were able to take advantage of opportunities only with 

the expressed consent of the state. Whether this state was embodied in a shah, a sultan, or the 

British East India Company, these merchants were at the mercy of their political overlords. In fact, 

there seem to have been political considerations beyond the cultural reasons for the predominance 

of Armenians in the mercantilist trade. Armenians, having no state of their own, could be relied 

upon to pay allegiance to that government which sponsored its economic activities. 

Lacking a social base of power, Armenian merchants had no means of their own to protect their 

capital or opportunities of trade. Treaties served temporary purposes and were disregarded at the 

will of governments. By granting privileges to Armenians, states only sought to use them as 

intermediaries for as long as intermediaries were necessary, with the clear presumption that such 

defenseless intermediaries could be discarded at will and could certainly be prevented from 

developing their own political goals.  

Thus, at the request of French interests, the Sultan destroyed an association of Armenian 

and Greek merchants in the capital by imposing severe penalties on those who joined.6 The 
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association’s purpose was to organize and monopolize trade to their benefit. Similarly, once the 

British decided to eliminate intermediaries, the English merchants used the courts of the British 

East India Company in India to discredit and force bankruptcy upon leading members of the 

Armenian merchant group in Madras and Calcutta.7 Consequently, the involvement of these 

merchants in political actions on behalf of Armenians must be understood in terms of their 

constant search for a social base as a counterweight to the power of protector states and of their 

concern for the preservation of prosperity. 

 

The Hojas of the Ottoman State 

References in chronicles to merchants as “princes” attest to the increasingly powerful 

position they held in Armenian community affairs. By the end of the seventeenth century 

Catholicosses in Etchmiadzin relied on the donations of these merchants to overcome financial 

difficulties and to increase landholdings. Merchants attended the “secret” meetings held in 

Etchmiadzin that led to the diplomatic initiatives of the clerics. The aristocracy of commerce was 

naturally the prominent component in the newly formed communities of India, Persia, and Russia. 

As a new class in Armenian society, merchants on occasion sought to legitimize their role of 

leadership by subsidizing the construction of churches and schools. They invited clergymen to 

tend to the spiritual and cultural needs of the flock, and in return the clergy placed its spiritual 

stamp of approval on a class that sought to replace the dying aristocracy. It was from this 

strengthened position that the dispersed Armenian merchant class embarked on its own quest for 

an Armenian state.8 

Mahtesi Murat, known also as Shahmurat, was a successful merchant from Baghesh 

(Bitlis) in Western Armenia. In the 1660s he lived in France and, as a well-known international 

businessman, had easy access to the court of Louis XIV. There, on various occasions, he proposed 

to the Sun King the honor of liberating Armenia. The advance of Ottoman armies toward Vienna 

had by then created a strong interest in the French court toward Ottoman subjects. Mahtesi Murat 

had contacts not only with other Armenian merchants in Europe and the Ottoman Empire but also 

with provincial clergymen who had developed close ties with the French court. One such 

collaborator was Hovannes Tutunji from Van. Tutunji had used bribes and maneuvered his way 

into the office of patriarch of Constantinople twice, until removed by the Catholicos of 
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Etchmiadzin in 1677. Tutunji soon took on other important titles, including Catholicos of 

Akhtamar, which he used to gain access to the French court. Murat’s acquaintance with Tutunji 

was probably from their days in the Ottoman Empire, and the two constituted an effective and 

knowledgeable team. Coming at the height of the Cretan war, Murat’s proposals were based on the 

merchants’ hopes that France would see in Armenia an extension of the economic and military 

interests for which it was supporting the Cretan war.9 

Mahtesi Murat was a representative of the provincial Armenian merchant class known as 

the hojas. Their wealth depended on trade in silk and other raw materials. Their newly acquired 

power and confidence clashed with the well-established chelebis in the capital, primarily involved 

in usury, banking, and procurement and administration at the court. While the hojas needed an 

orderly administration and secure transportation in the provinces to guarantee their trade, the 

chelebis linked their fortunes to the goodwill of the sultan and to occasional favors from the 

Porte.10 From a divergence of interests between the two groups there evolved a political 

antagonism manifested in their struggle for the control of the patriarchate in Constantinople and 

possibly the See of Etchmiadzin as well. The conflict spread to the provinces where the hojas 

appeared ever ready to assist the common people in times of need and had even tried to alleviate 

their taxes.11 

Given the paucity of documents, interpreting these differences may remain a hazardous 

task. Some historians nonetheless have noted clear patterns. To Hakop Anasian, for example, the 

divergent attitudes of the two groups toward the question of political organization are a reflection 

of the conflict between these two types of merchants. The aristocracy of finance is seen to have 

confined its interests to intrigues in the narrow walls of the capital and clung to the patriarchate as 

the only weapon of survival in an insecure but opulent existence; the merchants, on the other hand, 

sought political security where they acquired economic protection: their admiration for the 

economic and political might of France was easily transformed into an invitation for its arms.12 

The failure of the hojas is as much a commentary on the power of the vested interests in 

maintaining the status quo as on the desperateness of their predicament. A rational and organized 

pursuit of their interests would have required far more determination than they were willing to 

display and far more sacrifice than they were ready to endure. They perceived the advantages of a 

more orderly and less oppressive society but hardly championed the cause of the people.13 
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Mahtesi Murat and his colleagues served European trade interests but they were not 

indispensable. They struggled against the established leadership in the community only to replace 

it by their own which, admittedly, would be less oppressive and more tolerant. Nonetheless, they 

sought to establish a sovereign Armenian state only if that could be accomplished by the instant 

magic of French armies and without inviting the wrath of the sultan and his ministers or without 

undermining the tenuous basis of their economic position. The symbolism inherent in the crusader 

mentality proved to be a convenient arena where the dreams of the provincial merchants could be 

expressed in an idealized form without suffering the consequences of the contradictions in which 

they found themselves. 

 

The Enlightened of India 

The relationship between the idea of an Armenian state and the plight of estranged 

merchants can be more conclusively seen in the elaborate plans for a future Armenia developed by 

the “Madras Group” in the eighteenth century. Armenians in India were largely merchants and 

craftsmen who migrated from Persia and Eastern Armenia. As a result of an early presence in 

coastal cities and good relations with local rulers, they benefited from the increasing trade between 

the East and Europe. Some had amassed extraordinary wealth as others had done in Persia.14 But 

unlike the New Julfa merchants who remained within the bounds of traditional religiosity, those in 

India were quick to respond to the intellectual dimensions of western culture. Similarly, while the 

leaders in Persia persistently sought their security in their accommodations with the shahs, those in 

India were forced to explore alternative strategies. 

Starting in 1773 three important treatises were published in Madras through the efforts of a 

cluster of merchants and others who might be considered proto-intellectuals. That year Movses 

Baghramian, a learned young man originally from Karabakh, published the first Armenian 

political pamphlet, titled Nor Tetrak Vor Kochi Hordorak (New Book of Exhortations).15 

Baghramian’s aim was to foster the love of fatherland in the Armenian youth. He contrasted the 

glorious path of past Armenian heroes to the subjugation of Armenians under Ottoman and 

Persian rule; he invited the new generation to take the responsibility of freeing the homeland from 

alien domination.16 
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The most important aspect of Baghramian’s treatise was his proposal to establish a 

government by senate, in fact a constitutional monarchy, in future Armenia.17 No doubt 

Baghramian was well informed of the intricacies of the political debate in European countries, 

whence he could have borrowed the idea. But exposure to an idea has never been a sufficient 

reason for its adoption. The author, moreover, did not lay claim to originality. He based his 

proposal on two arguments derived from the Armenian experience. The first was the historical 

reasoning. Three years before Gibbons published his famous inquiry on the fate of Rome, 

Baghramian analyzed the causes for the fall of the ancient and medieval Armenian kingdoms. 

According to Baghramian, the cause of their eventual downfall was the despotic nature of these 

states. He argued that to entrust the destiny of a whole people to the fallible wisdom of one man 

and to subject social organization to the will of the few defied logic.18 His second major argument 

derived from a detailed analysis of the disadvantages of the social and economic conditions 

prevailing in historical Armenia—conditions which explained the backwardness of the area and 

the lack of opportunities for development.19 

A second work detailing the constitution of future Armenia was begun during the same 

year and published in the 1780s. The author was Shahamir Shahamirian, an erstwhile tailor in 

Persia who had become a wealthy jeweler in Madras.20 Shahamirian’s study, Vorogayt Parats 

(Snare of Glories) concurred with Baghramian’s analysis of the causes of the decline of Armenian 

statehood.21 His proposed constitution was the blueprint for a republic, a mercantilist state where 

peasants and merchants would be freed of the obstacles of feudalism. The rule of law would 

replace the despotism of individuals and of the traditional classes, the nobility, and clergy.22 

The literary activities of the Madras group signal further departures from earlier notions of 

liberation. Shahamirian and Baghramian, the two most prominent in the group, set aside the 

dominant interpretation that the misfortunes of Armenia were caused somehow by the “immense 

sins” of the people. By wresting history from the realm of divine providence they made it subject 

to the laws of human behavior. Without proposing to abolish class differentiations, they brought 

the productive elements in society to the forefront of political consideration; and, without taking 

away the right of the clergy to exist, they denied that class its customary, i.e., central role in 

society. 
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Two critical changes in the ideology of liberation occurred simultaneously: the inclusion of 

the “youth” in the struggle for liberation and the discarding of dynastic autocracy in favor of a 

constitutional government. Obviously, the new generations could not be educated in the arts of 

“sacrificing for the fatherland” and “freeing their enslaved people” without being part of the idea 

of fatherland. Conversely, the new state would be no different from historical monarchies if left to 

the design of the traditional ruling classes. In fact, the Madras program constitutes the first 

comprehensive proposal among Armenians for nation-building. The draft of the constitution made 

room for all classes in the future state, but advised harmony among them. The placing of love of 

the fatherland above self-interest would achieve spiritual unity, just as the rule of law would 

ensure political harmony.23 

In the true spirit of their beliefs, the Madras Armenians developed a systematic 

correspondence with ecclesiastical authorities, the meliks, and community leaders elsewhere. 

Copies of the Hordorak were forwarded to these dignitaries, no doubt with the expectation that 

unity would be achieved around the proposed principles. Moreover, these leaders had to be 

apprised of these plans if, as Shahamirian and his associates expected, they were to play any role 

in the process of achieving liberation. The extant evidence does not give any indication of the 

reaction of meliks; but the Catholicos of Etchmiadzin, the noted Simeon Erevantsi, was so 

disturbed by the contents of the pamphlet that he ordered all copies burned, Baghramian 

ostracized, and Shahamirian’s print shop closed.24 In Moscow, however, the leaders of the 

community translated the volume into Russian and printed two thousand copies for local 

distribution.25 

The reactions to the Madras publications were swift and determined despite the vagueness 

with which the authors had treated the issue of the strategy of liberation. In addition to the general 

notions of sacrifice, courage, education, and unity advocated as necessary for the success of the 

proposals, the authors intimated that the process would require the active support of the 

Catholicos, the armed assistance of the meliks and the youth, and the cooperation of the Georgian 

king, the natural ally of Armenians. Russia, too, was seen as a possible source of military 

assistance. But in contrast with the detailed treatment accorded other aspects of the projected state, 

the pamphlets lacked a systematic approach to the strategic and tactical problems of liberation. It 

is possible that the authors avoided a discussion of this important issue and some readers reacted 



 8 

so strongly because the document reflected the real experiences and actual plans of one of the 

members of the group, Joseph Emin, who followed in the footsteps of Israel Ori as a lone fighter 

for Armenia’s independence. 

Emin was born in Isfahan, Persia, and grew up in Madras, India.26 As a young man he 

rejected trade as a profession and in 1751 embarked on a British East India Company ship bound 

for England with the dream of acquiring an education, general and military, and dedicating himself 

to the liberation of his homeland and people. He was able to meet some influential personalities in 

England, including Edmund Burke, and managed to receive limited training and experience in the 

martial arts. Until 1773 Emin traveled in Europe and attempted to secure the assistance of 

monarchs and ministers for his goal of freeing Armenia. During five of these years Baghramian 

was his constant companion. Like his predecessor Ori, Emin found the most sympathetic ears in 

Russia’s foreign ministry and the least encouragement from the Catholicos in Etchmiadzin.27 

But unlike Ori, Emin’s vision encompassed both Persian and Ottoman Armenia. Hence he 

undertook a tortuous journey through Western Armenia and Cilicia, where he tried to infuse a 

rebellious spirit and national pride among Armenian peasants and docile townspeople. The most 

tangible result of the trip was his acquaintance with the abbot of St. Karapet monastery in Mush, 

Hovnan Vardapet. Hovnan expressed total sympathy with Emin’s goals and supported him 

financially. More importantly, Hovnan advised Emin of the actual and potential means of arming 

large numbers of favorably disposed western Armenians with the purpose of organizing a 

rebellion against Ottoman rule if Emin could guarantee assistance from Eastern Armenia and 

Georgia. Although the numbers provided in this regard in Emin’s autobiography might be 

exaggerations, they do attest to a disposition among lower classes and Hovnan’s “noted” friends in 

the cities to fight against Ottoman rule. Hovnan himself emerges from the pages of history as a 

figure well liked in Mush and surrounding areas, a figure whose popularity seems to have been 

only enhanced by the particular dislike, which Erevantsi nurtured toward this unusual abbot. On 

one occasion at least, the Catholicos tried to discredit and then defrock Hovnan.28 

Emin perceived himself as a military leader rather than a devout supplicant.29 He hoped his 

own example of perseverance, self-assurance, and self-sacrifice would inspire virility among those 

who had been taught that Christians were unfit to carry arms. Eventually, he believed, adding to 

the fighting units commanded by the meliks, the military capability of Armenians would reach 
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respectable proportions. Military assistance from non-Armenians could then supplement the 

Armenian forces in revolt rather than the reverse.30 For the first time expectations from foreign 

sources were based on a more realistic assessment of mutuality of interests. In return for Georgian 

aid, Emin offered his services to modernize the Georgian army. Although King Heraclius of 

Georgia briefly employed him for that purpose, the King wavered in the implementation of the 

plan.31 

Finally, Joseph Emin’s broad concept of the liberation struggle permitted him to take 

account of various non-Armenian peoples in the Ottoman and Persian empires who were similarly 

affected by foreign rule. Emin and Hovnan tried to recruit the Assyrians and Yezidis in Western 

Armenia, the Georgians, and a number of mountain tribes in the Caucasus for a common 

struggle.32 

These represented substantial modifications from earlier designs. The new strategy 

assumed the active involvement of classes hitherto ignored and hence a transformation in their 

value system. It also challenged directly the established centers of authority, whose professed 

desire for change certainly did not entail any risks or surrender of power. Emin opposed the 

tyranny of pashas as much as the obscurantism of the clergy. He believed “Armenians had been 

robbed of their natural senses by the craft of Holy Ecclesiastics.”33 In the tradition of Western 

enlightenment he valued individualism. He thus integrated the two struggles for the free 

development of man and for the liberation of his homeland. His ideal was that of a free thinking 

and courageous group of individuals living in voluntary association and excelling in commerce, 

industry and education; the best guarantee for the survival of the group was an independent 

political unit run by the best representatives of society and based on respect for life, property, and 

labor.34 

For Emin, the future Armenia would be more than a mere re-creation of past glories. 

Identification with the nation would encompass a mutuality of interests between individual and the 

governing authority. These, in summary, became the guiding concepts in Emin’s approach, a 

personal credo by which he explained, at least in part, his personal success. This credo was also 

reflected in the first two publications of the Madras group. But the transposition of a set of 

personal beliefs into the arena of political philosophy is not a simple process. First, a social 

program of action loses much of the idealism and coherence that a single advocate can summon by 
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individual logic. Second, the right circumstances must exist to make the contents of an individual 

program politically relevant for at least one part of society, regardless of the sources of ideas 

proposed. The lack of enthusiasm for or opposition to the publication of Hordorak in some 

quarters could have been predicted by the antagonism that Emin’s mission elicited. In addition to 

the Catholicos, many Armenian merchants in Tiflis and Persia used their influence with their 

political protectors to sabotage Emin’s negotiations and undermine his position.35 Even in his own 

community of Madras the support was fragmented and lukewarm. A certain Bishop Hovhannes, 

who happened to be in Madras in 1773 to raise funds for the monastery of Jerusalem, was able to 

obstruct the commitments of Armenian merchants to finance Emin’s plans of organizing fighting 

units in Armenia.36 The only dignitary not to succumb to the bishop’s pressures was Shahamirian. 

He, of course, continued to believe that God had created man free; thus he echoed Emin’s 

accusations that the Church had distorted the meaning of religion When it promised happiness in 

the next life in exchange for slavery in this one. Emin had sensed the complexities of political 

commitment when he remarked that “if Armenian merchants had half the attachment to liberty that 

they have to money and to superstitions ... they would have been made free long ago.”37 

Emin insisted that such remarks were intended only to “arouse the merchants from their 

innocent slumber.” Shahamirian argued that the proposals from his group served the best interests 

of all elements in Armenian society and antagonized none. In fact, he believed conditions did exist 

for large-scale support for his plan.38 

Part of the argument was based on the natural sympathy which the successful expatriates 

felt for their less fortunate compatriots in historical Armenia. The memories of their own existence 

were too vivid to be erased totally by material achievements. The world in which they lived was 

enlightened enough to present a sharp contrast with the stagnant homeland; but that world was not 

free as yet from religious and ethnic discrimination to absorb totally those who were exposed to its 

laws and benefited from the privileges it granted. By the mid-eighteenth century the major 

objective for the merchants’ search for a state of their own was the tenuous nature of these same 

privileges and opportunities, and the threat to the security of their capital.39 

In 1783 Shahamirian authored the third pamphlet of the Madras group. Nshavak 

(Guideline) addressed itself to the innocuous problem of care for the orphans and “those who died 

without leaving a will.”40 The booklet presents compact by-laws for the administration of 
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community affairs through a democratically elected council. These by-laws were, it seems, used 

on a regular basis during yearly meetings attended by all adult Armenians of the community.  

But in reality Nshavak raised the fundamental issue of the future of the community. 

According to Shahamirian, the future of the Madras Armenians lay in Armenia. With careful 

details, he projected a temporary settlement in Kizlar, South Russia. The persons and capital of 

Armenians, he argued, would be safeguarded by special arrangements with the Russian 

government until the time came to move to the homeland, the ultimate haven for Armenians and 

their wealth.41 The underlying assumption was, of course, that India no longer provided any 

assurance regarding the economic wealth and security of the wealthy. The change of policy of the 

British East India Company clearly undermined the advantages Armenians had held. Furthermore, 

comparable opportunities elsewhere were nonexistent because of the rising protectionism among 

Western governments. The problem reached crisis proportions when the French revolutionary 

wars caused a drastic fall in the volume of trade. In 1795 Azdarar of Madras, the first Armenian 

newspaper, asserted that an independent Armenian state would provide the ideal investment 

ground for threatened Armenian capital.42 Although generally more traditional than the Madras 

group, the founder and editor of the newspaper, a priest named Harutiun Shmavonian, advocated 

nothing less than the mercantilist constitution drawn up by Shahamirian. 

Shahamirian’s concern for a detailed constitution could be seen as an idle but intellectually 

rewarding exercise in playing at government. It could also have been an attempt on his part to 

present his less idealistic colleagues with a tangible, if conjectural, picture of future Armenia as a 

viable alternative to the dissolution of “Armenian capital.” It is not known to what extent other 

merchants shared the view that the days of Armenian economic power were over. There is no 

doubt, however, that the policies of the emerging nation-states, including England, prevented the 

consolidation of the wealth of Armenians as Armenian capital. Meanwhile, with the confidence of 

self-made men, most Armenian merchants surmised that their wealth and social position could be 

perpetuated if they relied on their innate abilities, followed their immediate, individual interests, 

and remained outside the pale of unsettling politics. 

Over two decades of intensive efforts by the Madras group produced much sympathy, 

some vague offers for assistance, but very few firm and concrete commitments. Emin’s activities 

had been opposed within the Armenian people by groups that were otherwise considered crucial 
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for the success of the envisioned struggle. Therefore, the inclusion of manifestly discordant 

propositions would have diminished the chances of the adoption of the aims of the Madras group 

as a national ideal. 

Finally, Shahamirian himself was reluctant to discuss systematically issues of strategic and 

tactical importance. It would not be surprising if he had his own doubts regarding the feasibility of 

achieving Armenian independence primarily through a national movement. His intimate 

correspondence with leaders of the Russian Armenian community suggests that he regarded a 

coincidence of Russian interests with Armenian aspirations as the most expedient means to 

liberation. 

 

High Diplomacy in Russia 

As a Christian power expanding toward the Caucasus, Russia held an increasing attraction 

for Armenians looking for external assistance. Early commercial relations were easily transformed 

into political expectations with the encouragement of the emerging empire. For some chroniclers, 

the Christians of the north represented the “Franks” of pseudo-historical fame destined to free 

Armenians from Muslim rule. Individuals such as Ori, Ivanov, and Emin had given 

Russo-Armenian relations a quasi-official character. But it was with the establishment of 

Armenian communities in Moscow and St. Petersburg that regular channels of communication 

were established between the Russian government and Armenian representatives. 

On the eve of the Russo-Turkish war in 1769 Movses Sarafian, a successful merchant, 

presented to the Russian ministry of foreign affairs a plan to liberate Armenia. The plan, calling 

for the seizure of Erevan as a first step, had the support of the small but important Armenian 

community of St. Petersburg. It proposed that a Georgian-Armenian volunteer force be organized 

under Russian colors and that the assistance of the meliks of Karabakh be enlisted for the 

campaign. The occupation of Erevan would bring the war to the Ottoman frontier, where massive 

support from Western Armenians could be counted upon. Once freed from Persian and Ottoman 

rule, most of historical Armenia would be set up, according to the plan, as a kingdom under one of 

the meliks. The new Armenia would be considered as part of the Russian Empire as far as its 

military and defense policies were concerned.43  
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Although the government of Catherine II welcomed any assistance Armenians could 

provide, it showed no interest in the plan as a whole. One of the obvious drawbacks was that the 

occupation of Erevan would bring Persia into the war as well. The mere prospect of a 

confrontation between the two powers and rumors regarding Russia’s designs for Armenia, 

however, proved enough to nurture hopes of imminent liberation. Abbot Hovnan even returned 

from Constantinople to his bastion of Mush to organize the arming of the population.44 The Treaty 

of Kuchuk Kaynarji in 1774 that ended the first major defeat of the Ottoman Empire in the hands 

of the Russian armies had the effect of shelving the plan and the expectations. Not until a decade 

later did ‘negotiations” between Armenians and Russian officials resume. The two most prominent 

members of the Armenian community in the Russian capital, Hovhannes Lazarian and Bishop 

Hovsep Arghutian, represented Armenian interests. Lazarian was the head of a family that had 

settled in Russia in 1747. After acquiring some wealth in trade, the Lazarians, led by Hovhannes, 

moved into manufacturing and mining. The family became prominent and prosperous enough to 

win title of nobility—one of the prerequisites for the ownership of villages whence the labor for 

mining could be secured.45 Lazarian was closely associated with the energetic prelate of Russia’s 

Armenians, Bishop Arghutian. The two carried on a voluminous correspondence with prominent 

Armenians elsewhere, including the Catholicos of Etchmiadzin and the Shahamirian group in 

Madras. It was they who were responsible for the translation and publication in Russian of 

Hordorak, referred to earlier. 

In 1783 Arghutian submitted to the imperial government the draft of a treaty between 

Russia and Armenians. It specified the form of Russian assistance requested for the liberation of 

Armenia and laid out a constitution for a liberated state.46 The Russian Foreign ministry found 

both the original and a second draft unacceptable.47 Discussions on the subject ended abruptly. 

Ostensibly, the Russian government thought it inappropriate to sign a treaty with a people that had 

no king.48 The Russians must have had other concerns, however. They had taken considerable 

pains, after all, to reach an understanding and should have known from the start that the whole 

purpose of the exercise was-to create an Armenian state. The negotiations had been prompted by 

General Alexander Suvorov who had led the Iranian campaign of 1780. During extensive 

discussions that same year, General Grigory Potemkin had asked that Joseph Emin be recalled to 

Russia from India, where Emin had retired in disillusionment.49 It is possible that once acquainted 
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with the condition of Armenians in their homeland, the Russian ministers thought they could take 

for granted Armenian support for their policies. The length of negotiations, the redrafting of the 

first proposal and the abrupt end of negotiations suggest, however, that there were serious 

differences separating Armenians and the Russian positions that were not resolved to the 

satisfaction of Russian generals. Upon the rejection of the first draft treaty, Armenian 

representatives prepared a second draft. The differences between the two drafts may be a reliable 

indication as to what Armenians thought Russians disapproved. 

The two drafts show considerable differences in matters related to the political and 

economic system to be developed in Armenia once it was liberated. The first draft proposed the 

establishment of a parliamentary republic, headed by a president and balanced by an elected 

Senate, with most senators being recruited from among enterprising merchants. The republic 

would be independent yet tied with special links with Russia as a sign of Armenia’s gratitude. The 

republic’s economy would be geared toward trade, manufacturing, and an agriculture freed from 

feudal constraints.50 It is reasonable to conclude that autocratic Russia would consider a republican 

Armenia a revolutionary thorn on its southern flank. 

The second draft made a number of compromises. It called for the establishment of a 

kingdom in vassalage to the Russian Empire; it was to be ruled by a member of the Russian royal 

family, ostensibly Potemkin himself. With sufficient evidence of noble birth, ancient Armenian 

aristocratic families would regain control of their ancestral lands.51 On one issue, however, there 

was no compromise: Armenians rejected serfdom and the “sale of peasants.” To justify their 

adamant opposition, Lazarian and Arghutian turned to historical precedent. They informed their 

Russian interlocutors that Armenians had made their choice centuries ago: Muslim rule under the 

caliph where there was no serfdom was preferable to Byzantine Christian rule with serfdom.52 

The same argument can also be found in Shahamirian’s Nshavak.53 It is clear that his 

constitution was the major source of inspiration for the first draft of the treaty, and it is generally 

believed that Shahamirian was, in fact, its author.54 Lazarian and Arghutian shared most of the 

assumptions underlying that document. Lazarian had concluded from his own experience in 

mining operations that serfdom was not the most effective way to develop industrial production. 

His expectations from the Russian government regarding Armenia were partially based on the 

commercial value that Armenia held potentially for Russia. He was highly critical of the meliks 
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whom he considered “useless, uneducated, and unenlightened.”55 Similarly, he thought clergymen 

would be much more useful to the nation if they preached “love, unity, and wisdom” instead of 

“lent, and verbosity in prayers.”56 Arghutian, in turn, complained to Shahamirian that he was 

unable to press any further for the idea of “rule by a senate” since there were not many people 

either in his circles or in Armenia who recognized the value of that form of government. The 

enlightened clergyman further disassociated himself from the traditional rulers of the Church by 

reproaching the difference of Catholicos Erevantsi and his associates toward liberation. “They 

only beg [the Russians] to save us,” he bemoaned, without realizing that “when by sword one 

saves, one takes [those saved] as servants, according to the law of the kings.”57 

The fervent calls for unity by the most enlightened among the rising Armenian commercial 

bourgeoisie betray the fragmented concerns of an otherwise dynamic and potentially effective 

force. Emerging not in the homeland but in widely dispersed centers of trade, the aristocracy of 

commerce was by historical origin a fragmented class. Geography, a natural obstacle, could be and 

was overcome as this unique instance of coordination of Armenian activities in Russia and India 

indicates. The causes of fragmentation, therefore, must be sought in the thoughts and actions of 

these men. 

Geographic disunity was not, for example, counterbalanced by a unity of economic 

purpose, even though it could have been. The wealth accumulated by individual merchants was 

seldom perceived as “Armenian capital.” The original companies organized by Armenians easily 

succumbed to the conscious efforts of governments that had originally provided the opportunities 

for trade. As seen in the case of India, merchants gradually isolated themselves from any common 

economic endeavor, despite a degree of social and community cohesiveness evident in religious 

and cultural matters. Secondly, their business activities were rarely attached to the land or people 

of Armenia. Consequently, there were no compelling reasons for the wealthy to seek a necessarily 

Armenian solution to their individual predicaments or to formulate, as an Armenian economic 

class, a political course of action. 

Across the various communities the source of accumulated capital differed sharply and, 

therefore, involved vested interests in irreconcilable economic and political systems. What an 

enlightened nobleman in manufacturing and mining could appreciate in Shahamirian’s projection 

of the future of Armenia would be seen by the sarafs (literally “money changers,” a moneyed pre-
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capitalist banking class) of Constantinople as their demise. The Madras group would have found it 

difficult to accept the despotism practiced by the New Julfa merchants within community 

institutions. This is not to imply that these groups confronted each other directly on the issue of 

the future of Armenia but rather to bring into relief the pronounced disparities in the values of the 

various communities—disparities that could only have hindered the attempts of the 

Lazarian-Shahamirian group to universalize their own values and create the elusive “unity.” 

The political risks entailed by a long and problematic struggle did not weigh equally upon 

all the groups. The Indian-Armenian communities formulated strategies and constitutions without 

fearing reprisals from local or British governors. The Russian government encouraged such 

schemes for the liberation of Armenia, as long as these were adjusted to Russian policies, 

domestic and foreign. In Persia and the Ottoman Empire merchants could lose their wealth, their 

privileges, and even their lives for advocating what would constitute subversion in legal terms. 

Consequently, for all Armenians of wealth to unite behind the vision of a liberated 

Armenia would have required that practical merchants and usurers to make leaps in ideological 

imagination and commit deeds of political daring, two prerequisites unlikely to occur. Assuredly, 

most of them sympathized with the plight of their downtrodden brethren in the homeland. They 

would have welcomed an Armenian state, however, if it could have been achieved only by the 

swift action of a foreign power without jeopardizing their own security and prosperity, and if they 

could be guaranteed a position no less privileged than what they already had under existing 

conditions. 

Those who did engage in activities for the liberation of Armenia were motivated largely by 

the necessity of changing their own predicament; some were also moved by strong sympathies for 

predicament of their descendents, whom they had left behind. But in the transient world of 

mercantilism sympathies were inadequate. The liberation efforts that resulted were bound to be 

sporadic, fragmented, un-enduring, and, ultimately, inconsequential. 

The program to create a state was one option for the affluent elements of Armenian society 

that would allow them to evolve an independent policy reconciling their immediate and long range 

interests. It was not the only one, however, and, as far as the majority was concerned, not the best. 

The merchants disengaged themselves not only from the process of creating an Armenian 

state but also from all political processes. This de facto acceptance of the politics of the ruler was 
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reinforced by the primacy of the Church as the basis of nationhood. Bishops and benedictions 

became for them realities more reassuring and certainly safer than the dangerous excursions into 

political and social antagonisms. They compensated for the evanescence of their capital by 

erecting ritual-laden church edifices that were to last forever; the salvation of the soul—a 

substitute for the salvation of Armenia—was an alternative clearly encouraged by the clergy and 

one that was often chosen. 

In time, colonies could no longer be based solely on trade. Educational and cultural 

activities provided new fields where the wealthy could manifest their concern for Armenian 

children and youth. Where communities did survive into the nineteenth century, the bourgeoisie 

cultivated their educational and cultural inheritance. 

From the sixteenth through the eighteenth century, various classes and groups in Armenian 

society undertook to create a new Armenian state. All spoke of liberating Armenia but each held a 

different set of assumptions regarding the strategy of liberation and the future shape of Armenia; 

each defined Armenia’s problem differently. The social, political, and economic position occupied 

by each group in society determined not only the content of the idea of liberation but also how 

long they were willing to pursue their goals and how much they were willing to sacrifice to reach 

them. 

Furthermore, the initiatives undertaken by the privileged classes were subject to the logic 

of behavior of these classes; the movement remained largely alienated from the masses, whose 

own articulation of discontent continued to be unacceptable to the privileged. Peasant revolts 

already common in the Middle Ages continued, but without the blessing of the upper classes. In 

the seventeenth century, for example, two popular movements in Eastern Armenia and New Julfa 

were crushed at the instigation of clergymen and merchants. Advocates of liberation could not find 

any relation between their goals and the concerns of their own peasantry and craftsmen. 

The dedication and idealism that could be discerned in the actions and thoughts of 

individuals do not release them from the limitations imposed by their time and class; similarly, 

their class origins do not make their goals objectively less valuable for society as a whole. 

During the two centuries under consideration, the vision of Armenia changed from a 

kingdom to that of a republic—certainly an intellectual achievement. 
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Liberation no longer signaled a return to the inanimate past; instead it implied an active 

participation in the present. But the ideological transition was experienced by the few alone, in 

scattered centers, away from the majority of the Armenian people in Armenia. If those experiences 

held any lessons, they were not passed on to the new generations. 

In contrast, fear of authority and submission to oppression, cloaked in the aura of divine 

command, were still the rule in the historical homeland. Disunity in thought and deed, however, 

was the lot of all. It is told that upon hearing details of the French Revolution, Bishop Arghutian 

was appalled by the actions of the “unlawful Frenchmen” against their king and queen, against the 

nobility and the pope.58 At about the same time, in a small village of Merke-Gulap near 

Etchmiadzin, lived a priest named Mezrakh who acquired much fame in nearby districts. During 

the years 1791-92 he would rob rich travelers from his mountain hideouts. Then, he would return 

to the villages and distribute the loot to the poor. Once his earthly task was accomplished, he 

would get another priest to hear his confession by the force of his sword.59 It is doubtful that he 

had read the daily newspapers or Arghutian’s letters on the French Revolution. 

Before the abstracted ideal of national liberation came to incorporate the individual 

solutions of the likes of Mezrakh, the concept of nation had to be disassociated from that of the 

Church and of other privileged groups and, instead, be based on the concept of people. 

 

Russian Annexation of Eastern Armenia 

The Russians moved into Eastern Armenia in 1828. The “Franks” of the north did not act, 

however, as the legend prescribed. They merely assumed the title, while bringing to an end visions 

of a reborn Armenian statehood. Russian annexation of part of Armenia did result, nonetheless, in 

the development of a form of political consciousness that was partially responsible for the 

radicalization of Armenian politics by the end of the century.60 

Russian advances into the Caucasus constituted part of the expansionist policies pursued 

by the tsars since the sixteenth century. Although most of Eastern or Persian Armenia did not 

become part of the Russian Empire until 1828, the designs of the Romanov court had raised 

Armenian hopes for aid from the north since the end of the seventeenth century. In an imperial 

decree issued in 1798, Tsar Paul I had reaffirmed earlier royal declarations of Russian protection 

of Armenians. By 1801, Russian suzerainty extended to eastern Georgia.61 
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While the military imbalance would have been sufficient to guarantee Russia’s southward 

expansion toward Persian dominated territories, Armenian preferences for Christian rule 

facilitated the progress of Russian armies and provided the victorious side with an ideological 

justification. Earlier “negotiations” and semiofficial statements during the campaign had given 

reason to Armenian leaders to believe that the tsar was amenable to the idea of a reconstituted 

Armenian state. Armenians had provided sufficient military and logistical support to expect 

treatment other than “by the sword,” as feared by Arghutian. Once the annexation had been 

effected, the Russian government named the newly acquired territory Armianskaya oblast or 

“Armenian province.”62 But with administrative changes beginning in 1840, the ‘Armenian 

province” designation disappeared; Eastern Armenia was subdivided and integrated into various 

Trascaucasian units.63 Any illusions that Russia’s southward move was the realization of liberation 

were soon dispelled as the central government took steps to control existing local institutions. In 

1836, the government issued a statute known as the Polozhenia, which regulated the internal 

administration and external relations of the Catholicosate of Etchmiadzin. Although the Church 

continued to retain a degree of autonomy, the Russian government made it clear that the Church 

functioned within a specific political framework and was subject to the sovereign of the land and 

ultimately accountable to him.64 

Moreover, in 1846 the tsarist government recognized the hereditary rights of beks, khans, 

and aghalars over large landholdings. Armenian peasants had hoped that Russian rule would favor 

the peasants’ rights to those lands and not prove to be beneficial to Muslim landowners, who had 

constituted the backbone of the Persian administration.65 

Eventually, there were even efforts on the part of the Russian administration to settle 

sectarian Russians in the Caucasus and Armenia. Clearly, Russia came to look upon Eastern 

Armenia as a colony. Thus, when industrialization started, in Eastern Armenia it took the form of 

exploitation, by foreign concerns, of Armenian natural resources such as copper, in return for 

manufactured products.66 

Despite the disappointment of Armenians in many respects, and the occasional 

anti-Armenian attitude of administrators, Armenians generally did not regard the Russian presence 

as an occupation of their land. Compared with Persian rule, the new administration provided a 

more bearable, although hardly equitable, tax and legal system. Russia’s interest in modernization 
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did offer increased opportunities in education. More importantly, the enterprising elements in 

Armenian society found the necessary security of life and property to accumulate and invest 

capital safely. Hence, within a relatively brief period there evolved in the Caucasus a new 

Armenian middle class.67 This commercial, financial, and increasingly industrial bourgeoisie was 

definitely the beneficiary of the Russian regime. That bourgeoisie flourished outside historic 

Armenia as well: in Tiflis, and later in Baku. Tiflis became the focus of the Eastern Armenian 

cultural and political renaissance.68 

The degree of social integration and economic development, which the Armenian 

bourgeoisie enjoyed in the Russian Empire, had a decisive effect upon the attitude of Eastern 

Armenians toward their political future. Eastern Armenia’s incorporation in the Russian Empire 

was justified in cultural as well as economic terms and it was seen as the natural, hence logical, 

form of national existence. Also, faced with the antagonism of Georgian and Azerbaijani-Turkish 

nationalisms, the Armenian bourgeoisie tended to identify itself more closely with their Russian 

rulers as a means of securing psychological and possibly political security. The identification of 

that bourgeoisie with the Russian state was strengthened by the government’s sustained 

aggressiveness toward the Ottoman Empire. As concern over their less fortunate brethren across 

the border grew among Eastern Armenians, in the second half of the nineteenth century the 

bourgeoisie adopted Russian foreign policy as its own. On the basis of these reinforcing interests, 

some Ottoman Armenians continued to regard Russian expansion into their provinces as an 

acceptable means of liberation from Ottoman rule. Therefore, the Russian government and Eastern 

Armenian bourgeoisie and intelligentsia—each for its own reasons and in its own way—became 

intricately involved in the affairs of Ottoman Armenians. 

The diplomatic implications of Russian designs and Armenian desires for the future of the 

Ottoman Empire were tremendous. Western European powers viewed Russian expansion into the 

Caucasus and subsequent attempts to annex parts of Anatolia within the framework of their own 

plans and rivalries. The significance of such actions for the local population was, of course, 

irrelevant. Hence from the start, long before the question was squarely placed on the agenda of the 

Berlin Conference in 1878, Western imperialist concerns within the Ottoman Empire greatly 

influenced the fate of Armenians. The internationalization of the “Armenian Question” that 

followed the Russian annexation of Eastern Armenia added a new, complicating dimension to 
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Armenian politics. For all practical purposes, Russia’s annexation of the Caucasus had temporarily 

drawn attention away from Eastern Armenia. It was not until socialist, and particularly Marxist, 

principles were applied to the analysis of Eastern Armenian society at the turn of the twentieth 

century that questions were raised with regard to the economic and political rights of Russian 

Armenians. The annexation as an event of international significance tended to overshadow the 

decisive developments within Armenian society, above all the rise of the new middle class in the 

Ottoman Empire. In the final analysis, these internal developments played as crucial a role in the 

shaping of he awakening of the new political and national awareness among Armenians in the 

mid-nineteenth century as more commonly considered external political factors. 
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Nineteenth century Armenian political thought was conditioned by two developments. The 

first was the penetration of Western economic, political, and military interests into Armenia. In the 

Eastern sector this was accomplished through the annexation of the region to the Russian Empire. 

For Western Armenians, it was the indirect yet pervasive presence in the Ottoman Empire of 

European powers. The second development was the gradual worsening of the socioeconomic 

conditions in the Eastern provinces of the Ottoman Empire, Western Armenia. 

Armenians in general continued to feel civilizational affinities with the West. In the second 

half of the century, the Armenian perception of the Europe of Christian kings was supplanted by 

the West of the Enlightenment, and the cultural renaissance on both sides of the border was deeply 

affected by Europe. But the stronger the bond with Europe on the cultural level, the deeper was to 

be the moral condemnation later of the same West by Armenians for not having acted according to 

Armenian perceptions or on the basis of self-proclaimed values. Between these two extreme 

attitudes toward the West were many levels on which Armenians related to Europe. It was, 

ultimately, Western rational discourse that conditioned the articulation of Armenian political 

concerns,  

The Russian expansion into the Caucasus constitutes the end of an era and the beginning of 

another. The creation of an Armianskaya oblast, or Armenian province, in Eastern Armenia raised 

hopes for the formation of an Armenian political entity. These hopes were shattered when 

administrative changes beginning in 1840 broke the province apart and the term “Armenian” was 

no longer used as an official designation of the geographic unit. If traces of the crusader mentality 

survived, it was hardly because anyone considered Eastern Armenia’s incorporation into the 

Russian Empire as the consummation of the old dream. 

Nonetheless, there were enough substantial changes from Persian to Russian rule for 

Armenians to have perceived their new status as a significant improvement. It was close the end of 

the century before Russian rule was challenged by any organized Armenian group. In the 

meantime, social and economic discontent was articulated easily through groups and ideologies, 

which were empire-wide and did not have strictly Armenian contexts. 

The Russian Armenian bourgeoisie was almost totally integrated into the economic 

structure of Russia, even if it tended to center in Tiflis and later Baku. The new middle class 
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considered the regime enlightened enough to allow for the development of educational, 

manufacturing, mining, and banking; it was content to play the role of mediator between Russian, 

i.e., more westernizing values, and the Armenian or more traditional and stagnant ones. It 

generally confined its Armenianism to a cultural identification or religious affiliation. 

Manifestations for a deeper patriotism or concern for the future of Armenians were easily framed 

in the context of Russian imperialist designs over Eastern Armenian provinces.. This perceived 

harmony between Armenian and Russian interests was also projected into social relations within 

the Armenian community. Challenged from without by its incorporation into yet another, more 

dynamic empire, Armenians could also not avoid social stratification. 

Until the turn of the century, when the position of the bourgeoisie was challenged from 

within by the workers’ movement and from without by the reaction of Georgian and 

Azerbaijani-Turkish nationalisms, the Caucasian Armenian bourgeoisie developed no political 

program for the Russian Armenian population as such, even when Russian policy turned 

manifestly anti-Armenian on occasion. 

The Ottoman Armenian middle class that evolved in the nineteenth century largely in 

Constantinople and major coastal cities played a social and cultural role at least as important as its 

counterpart in Eastern Armenia. As in the East, this new class undertook the task of adopting and 

introducing into Armenian society European modes of thought and values. Moreover, both the 

Eastern and Western middle classes lacked the ideological, and in most cases the historical, link 

with the dream of a restored Armenian kingdom. Rather than the recovery of the past glory, the 

quest within the largely liberal groups was for the possibility of participating in the new world 

being created in the West. 

The Armenian middle classes were concerned with basic issues such as the causes for the 

backwardness of Armenians and the means by which reforms to bring about enlightenment could 

be wrested from the state. The liberal agenda for reforms was inspired by western ideology and 

practice; the values it sought to apply were thought to encompass all Armenian aspirations. It was 

also perceived as a cultural rather than political program. But a number of factors forced 

Armenians to realize the political implications of the liberal agenda—that in fact what appeared to 

be a cultural issue could not be tackled without political change—while other factors added 

political dimensions to what could have been in fact cultural in nature. 
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First, continuing failures to bring about minor changes led a few of the intellectuals and 

reformers to relate basic causes of backwardness directly to the Ottoman system and policies. 

Second, the Ottoman Empire lacked an active and politically motivated middle class from among 

the dominant, Turkish element whose interests could have reinforced those of Armenians; thus the 

most influential arena of Turkish contact with the west was the military, where the Ottoman state 

was clearly at a disadvantage. European imperialism made Western ways suspect in the eyes of a 

threatened Ottoman elite. Although the state benefited from technological advances, particularly in 

the military, a gap emerged between Armenian and Turkish perceptions of what constituted the 

common interest. Third, a number of principles, adopted by the liberal intelligentsia in 

Constantinople as abstract values with limited and harmless application, were invested with social 

and economic content—hence political dynamism—by provincial Armenians who were suffering 

the burden of increased oppression and exploitation. 

It is true that it was government sponsored reforms beginning in the 1830s, the Tanzimat, 

that encouraged Armenians to hope for improvements and also misled them to believe that reforms 

were a universal concern, acceptable to the state and, therefore, they were non-political, 

non-subversive. But it was pressure from the downtrodden masses that gave their ideological 

formulations substance and their once timid presentations sufficient forcefulness for the liberal 

program to reach its logical conclusion, the democratization of the millet structure in 1860 and the 

diplomatic appeal it the Congress of Berlin in 1878. 

The liberal intelligentsia willingly embarked upon this mission and brought an unwitting 

middle class into the political arena. The political arena for the Armenians in the Ottoman Empire 

was limited, however, to the patriarchate in Constantinople and the millet or community system 

that sustained it. 

The second phase of the development of Armenian liberation ideology consists, therefore, 

of the unsuccessful attempt by the middle class to find a framework within which the needs of the 

lower classes and Ottoman state policies could be harmonized. 

The highlight of that attempt was the experiment of the provincials to turn the millet 

structure into a genuine tool for political reform. A timid urban middle class would reject this type 

of provincial radicalism and prefer to find refuge in Western protectionism. This, too, explains the 

failure of liberalism and, ultimately, the failure of the liberal path toward liberation. 



 26 

Chapter 3 

 

Reform in the Millet 
 

The Millet as a Political Institution 

The analysis of the role of the millet (community) system in the Ottoman Empire is of 

crucial importance for the understanding of relations between the state and its subjects. The millet 

system created a legal framework within which non-Muslims could live in a state that proclaimed 

itself an Islamic community. 

Some scholars have regarded the millet system as proof of the administrative genius of 

Ottoman Turks who found in it creative solution problems inherent in a multi-religious empire. 

Some writers have ascribed to the system a number of positive attributes, although social 

transformations and changes in the system itself were bound to effect the function of the millet 

over the centuries.1 

While the millet allowed non-Muslim religious groups to preserve nonpolitical traditions 

and a degree of cultural autonomy, it also institutionalized discrimination on a massive scale. It 

distorted the perception of oppressive conditions in the Ottoman Empire by projecting them as 

religious and, ultimately, national conflicts. The system was a successful innovation to the extent 

that, on the one hand, Armenian and other non-Muslim communities considered the preservation 

of religious-cultural traditions and peculiarities their ultimate goal and, on the other hand, the 

Turkish Ottoman elite hoped to prevent a common political consciousness among its subjects. Yet, 

to the extent that subjects, Armenian or otherwise, cannot be reduced to mere ethno-religious 

entities and are bound to have thoughts on their social, economic and political status, the millet 

system must be seen as a distortion, an institutionalized form of alienation from power an from the 

state that represents it. 

The erection of the legal structure of the Armenian millet is believed to have been started 

in the fifteenth century, when Mehmet II purportedly installed an Armenian bishop as patriarch in 

Constantinople. Officially recognized as head of the Armenians in the Ottoman Empire, the 

patriarch was expected to regulate the internal religious affairs of the Armenian millet. On a more 

practical and important level, however, the new office served to streamline relations between the 
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Armenian colony of Constantinople and the Ottoman government, eventually ensuring that this 

colony of merchants and craftsmen would assume the leadership of the whole Armenian 

population in the Empire. Beginning very early in its history, the Patriarchate also assisted the 

government in the collection of some taxes from Armenians.2 

Essentially then, the millet and the patriarchate heading it were Ottoman institutions. The 

bishops and subordinate clergymen who managed the offices of the patriarchate wielded supreme 

administrative and political authority within the Church, above the Catholicosses of Sis and 

Akhtamar who stood higher in the ecclesiastical hierarchy. The location of the patriarchate in the 

capital became an obstacle to the development of good relations between the assigned leadership 

and the Armenian people when the Armenian plateau, where most Armenians lived, became part 

of the Ottoman Empire in the sixteenth century. Given the difficulties of communication and 

transportation, it was practically impossible to run community affairs efficiently, or for the 

Ottoman government to visualize the state of affairs in the provinces, which it largely neglected. 

The millet was not meant to be and never was an institution representative of the Armenian 

people. Behind the facade of religious autonomy and cultural self-management, the millet system 

excluded the masses from any real participation in political affairs while sustaining the impression 

of Armenian access to power. For most of its history, the Patriarchate was unrepresentative of 

Armenians in two ways. First, the patriarch and his associates were neither elected by the larger 

community nor accountable to it. Second, the millet leadership was empowered to represent 

Armenians at the discretion of the Sublime Porte. If the Porte characterized the subject of a takrir 

(petition) as religious-cultural, then the matter could be taken under consideration; if political in 

nature, the matter would be declared outside the jurisdiction of the patriarchate. Thus the sultan 

appreciated, in fact expected, expressions of gratitude for his august and benevolent rule on a 

regular basis; such manifestations, normally seen as signs of courtesy, were used by the Porte for 

political purposes when needed. Reports expressing discontent with government policies were 

received with displeasure, and petitions that related to Armenians as subjects of the state rather 

than as members of a community could be and often were ignored on the grounds that the millet 

was a religious institution.3  

Thus the institution that has been characterized as providing Armenians representation and 

access to power became, in fact, an instrument of alienation. Moreover, as religion was an 
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essential tool of political manipulation within the larger Ottoman society as well, this alienation 

was construed to be a natural one, i.e., within the bounds of the general norms of society and 

consistent with the ideological basis of the legitimacy of the state. 

 

The Amira Class and Its Ideology 

Any advantage that proximity to the center of power could have offered to Armenians was 

neutralized by the control, which the self-serving amira class established over the Patriarchate 

through the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The amira class was composed largely of the 

sarafs, high-level Armenian bureaucrats, and a few other influential individuals or families.4 Their 

domination of the patriarchate is characterized by the corrupt, fraudulent, and disruptive practices 

through which wealthy financiers sought or bought the intervention of eager officials of the Porte 

in order to install themselves or their own candidates in lucrative public offices, including that of 

patriarch.5 More importantly, perhaps, the outlook of the amira class reflected the concerns of an 

elite that was relatively successful but ultimately insecure. The financial and often physical well 

being of such a group was dependent on the success of Ottoman officials whose careers or projects 

they financed. The amira class shunned “political” involvement or visibility.6 The amiras accepted 

the Ottoman definition of Armenians as a religious community; this acceptance, which betrays at 

least a strong ideological bias, was construed as a nonpolitical attitude and, consequently, not 

subject to any judgment by political standards. Their control of the millet also insured that their 

position would be accepted as the policy of the community itself, and later by others as well.7 

The amira class did not leave documents of major ideological import. It came to power 

without having to challenge any group or class; it did not need to justify its power. The class as an 

economic unit disintegrated during the first half of the nineteenth century. This came as a 

consequence of changes in Ottoman fiscal policies which allowed the invasion of Western 

financial institutions to supplant local money supplies with increasingly large bank loans.8 

While the amira class lost its position in Ottoman economic life without much of a 

struggle, it fought ardently to keep control of Armenian institutions and to continue defining 

Armenian concerns. The amira class was challenged in the 1840s by the esnaf (craftsmen) of 

Constantinople for control of Armenian schools. Each wanted to use school for the transmission of 

its own values: the esnaf wanted their children to study subjects relevant to a changing world, 
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while the amira preferred to stay with learning more characteristic of a vanishing culture. But 

ultimately the major challenge came from a new middle class and liberal intelligentsia. It was 

during these battles that representatives of the amira conservative mentality articulated their 

views.9 

For those who championed the cause of the amira class “there was no solution outside the 

Armenian [Apostolic] Church.”10 The best known among the conservative publicists argued: 
 

It has been discussed, and it is undeniable that our people do not have, politically speaking, a 
national (institution]...but we do have an alternative through which our people will survive. The 
governments ruling over us have been protectors of this (alternative] institution and nucleus of 
union; to preserve our ethnic identity we do not need a political one. This link is the unity of 
religion through which all Armenians are related regardless of their place of residence or of the 
state of which they are subjects.11  

 

By defining the problem as one of survival of ethnic identity, it became possible to formulate a 

politics that consisted of the denial of a political future. Political leadership, reduced in form and 

content, was assigned willingly to the clergy, not because there was no political institution but 

because there was no need for one. 

The nonpolitical, at least accommodating attitude, of the amiras was supported by much of 

the culture that was spread by the erudite members of the Armenian catholic Mkhitarist 

monasteries in Venice and Vienna. The Mkhitarists were instrumental in bringing about an 

Armenian cultural renaissance through publications on history, religion, culture, and literature. 

They introduced a large number of European concepts and practices. Inspired by European 

romanticism, they attempted, above all, to give Armenian identity roots in the past.12 

The Mkhitarists did not share the religion-bound self-image projected by the amiras, 

although the Mkhitarists were religious, in this case Catholic, congregations. Yet the Mkhitarist 

view of Armenia and its culture and history had a wholesomeness and harmony which Armenian 

society lacked. This discrepancy was particularly evident among Armenians in the Ottoman 

Empire, where most Mkhitarists were recruited and most of the congregation’s efforts were 

concentrated. The Mkhitarists were conscious of the cultural backwardness of Armenians and 

strove to educate and enlighten them, but they were careful not to transform cultural views into 

political trends. The Europeanization of the Armenian self-image was not necessarily a prelude to 

the adoption of the European pattern of radical-conservative antagonism in politics, a pattern that 
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would have legitimized a radical position and thus threatened the status-quo. There was no 

dynamic progress in Armenian history, as re-created by the Mkhitarists. It was a history built 

around heroes and villains that celebrated isolated individuals and events as the embodiment of a 

glorious yet tragic past. 

In 1861 the Mkhitarists issued in booklet form an article first published in 1849 when 

Europe was in turmoil and a few Armenian young men seemed to find meaning in revolutions.13 

The major portion of the booklet is a eulogy of some of the great figures of ancient history, both 

from Western and Armenian traditions. After ascribing the greatness of past heroes to their 

“patriotism,” the author warns against the “abuses” of patriotism then rampant in European 

capitals. The essay ends with a special plea to Armenians not to sympathize with these abuses or 

their perpetrators. To insure against such a possibility, the author provides a definition to what 

patriotism means or should mean for Armenians of different classes. For Armenians who have 

wealth and power, “true patriotism” consists in helping the less fortunate, in steadfastly respecting 

the law, by donating funds for the construction of public institutions, and by remembering that 

wealth does not release one from the duties and obligations of “good citizenship.” Those who have 

neither money nor power  

 
must respect the above mentioned [rich] Armenians and honor them as interpreters and executors 
of the law, as the lieutenants of God. [The lower classes] must have faith in them and must not 
nurture doubts without good reason. If they note any shortcomings in the upper class, they should 
not consider them unjust and evil or demean their names in the presence of others. Rather, to the 
best of their ability, they should cover up for the others’ shortcomings and should praise them 
publicly. Even if they cannot honor the person, they should honor their rank and position, so that 
the respect for the rule of the law is not diminished and law and order are not eroded. Those with 
average or no means should not be jealous of the rich and should not attempt to imitate the rich in 
everything the rich do. They should also not expect that the rich give all of their wealth to other 
causes.14 

 

If patriotism for the majority should consist of the preservation of social harmony and 

national subservience for the benefit of the upper classes and the Ottoman state, it is difficult to 

understand the author’s glorification of Armenian historical or mythical figures such as Hayk, 

Aram, Tigran, and Vardan who distinguished themselves by rejecting foreign rule and subjugation 

to the will of others. It is possible that the author expected harmony and subservience despite these 

heroes. Perhaps he thought identification with the past was a sufficient source of pride and that 

emulation was not necessary. Heroic figures and tragic events of the past were introduced as if to 
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indicate the end of a cycle; but they did not amount to history—a history in which one could 

participate. Heroes came into Armenian consciousness abstracted from their historical reality; acts 

of heroism, self-sacrifice, and courage were manifestations of spiritual values rather than tactical 

means to resolve a political crisis. Thus, historical figures could be emulated by Armenian 

youngsters if they merely accomplished what they were expected to by their mentors on 

patriotism. One need not struggle against the oppressor to exhibit self-sacrifice and patriotism. 

The conservative elements realized the need to discuss politically potent issues and 

concepts; but their discussion focused on issues, which the youth would have raised anyway. The 

conservatives were also sure to interpret the information provided. In the absence of a political 

agenda, patriotism consisted in preserving the status quo, But by the middle of the century the 

status quo was already unacceptable to a rising Armenian middle class, which soon challenged the 

established order. 

 

Middle Class Liberalism 

By the middle of the nineteenth century the Ottoman Empire was brought within the 

sphere of the world market system, under the domination of Europe. Trade between the Ottoman 

Empire and the West increased tremendously, although the import of manufactured goods by far 

exceeded the export from traditional industries such as dried fruits and rugs.15 Armenians, along 

with other largely non-Muslim groups, made up the merchant class that carried on this trade.16 

Gradually, in addition to the comprador bourgeoisie, the new middle class included professionals, 

such as doctors and lawyers, literate such as writers, teachers, and editors, and small 

manufacturers. These groups had little to do with the economic basis of the sarafs or with 

tax-farming. The merchants also differed sharply in their origins from the Armenian bourgeoisie in 

the Russian Empire. More importantly, the new middle class lacked the integration, which the 

sarafs and Eastern Armenian bourgeoisie enjoyed within their respective state apparatus. The 

economic interests of this class placed them outside the political structure, not just in opposition to 

it. Geographically, too, the new middle class had peculiarities; brigandage tended to limit major 

transactions to coastal cities, while the lack of government encouragement further confined 

substantial trade to existing agreements with the West. 
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In important respects the new middle class lacked the social legitimacy which the amira 

had enjoyed and which the Russian Armenian bourgeoisie could take for granted. Political power, 

which could have guaranteed if not promoted class interests, was not to be gained in the Ottoman 

Empire and, aside from a few timid attempts under the Tanzimat, the middle class made no effort 

to create a power base. The economic activity of the merchants did not even have any organic 

relationship with the Ottoman elite and was thus deeply alienated from the organs of the state.17 

To make up for that alienation, the middle class developed greater reliance on the West. 

Merchants sought their individual economic security in the acquisition of the citizenship of 

Western countries. The new entrepreneurs also sought to establish social legitimacy by taking 

charge of the millet and through the sponsorship of a cultural renaissance inspired, of course, by 

Europe.18 

What is often regarded as the achievement of the Armenian middle class—its press and 

schools, its dedication to progress and enlightenment—also brought its demise, since the 

congenial environment in cultural affairs did not have parallels in politics. Liberalism, whether 

cultural or political, led to closer identification with the West. In the absence of an Ottoman 

government amenable to policies favoring local commercial interests or defending them, the 

Armenian middle class looked upon Western governments as a surrogate protector of economic 

interests and reforms. The middle class and other advocates of liberalism showed great courage in 

fighting the disintegrating but stubborn conservative “party” on the issues of the Armenian 

Constitution and reforms for the provincial Armenians. But the logical act of extending the 

concepts of reforms to the political sphere was a step, which the Ottoman state could not accept. 

Tying the fate of such reforms directly with Europe—the same Europe where its trade and 

ideology had originated—was the logical conclusion of beliefs which the middle class could not 

escape and which the Ottoman state could not ultimately tolerate. Nonetheless, the Armenian 

middle class, and the generation of intellectuals it helped generate, assumed the role of cultural 

mediators between European values and the larger communities in the Ottoman Empire. Whether 

one assesses the influence of European based Mkhitarist congregations as institutions or of 

Western educated youth, the relationship between the Armenian awakening and European culture 

is undeniable.19 
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The cultural-ideological relationship between Armenians and Europe, while sustained by 

the unequal economic and political footings, was also a dynamic relationship, because of the 

challenge that the West presented to Armenians. The Armenian awakening was predicated on the 

answers to some basic questions raised by that challenge: Why did such a difference emerge 

between Asian and European societies? What is the substance of that difference? These seemed 

rhetorical questions that were designed to provide support or legitimacy for the basic goal of 

“progress” and “enlightenment,” to be achieved through education, science, learning, industry, and 

trade. The follow-up questions were: How can Armenians close the gap between the two 

societies? And in what political framework can they hope to do so? The ultimate question was: 

Was the act of catching up a political act and therefore potentially subversive for the state or a 

cultural/economic one and therefore neutral? 

That Armenians perceived the difference to be between Europeans and Armenians rather 

than Europeans and Ottomans was only partially due to the mentality imposed by the millet 

system. Backwardness was certainly seen as a characteristic of Ottoman society and non-European 

peoples as a whole, a fact readily conceded by Armenian writers. Yet, in seeking the roots of “our 

backwardness,” seldom did they consider the socioeconomic factor common to all peoples. The 

forward looking Armenian intellectual compared current Armenian culture with ancient and 

medieval Armenian culture and civilization when Armenian arts, science, and literature, while 

being distinct, were integral parts of a universal system, that of the advanced world of the era.20 

Thus, in developing its agenda, the liberal elements reached toward European as well as ancient 

Armenian models and did not merely aim at an imitation of Western values. 

Another consideration which helped delimit Armenian-European relations was that 

enlightenment and progress, the two qualities of the new civilization, were the ideals created by 

the Christian peoples of a Christian continent. Affinity in religion and culture could thus be 

projected into an ideology from which Turks and other non-Christians were naturally excluded, 

without any need for rational justification. 

Thus, the concept of nation was important in defining the Western challenge and the 

response to it. But this was neither the nation to which the devotees of restoration referred, nor the 

nation that was to evolve later. 
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Although the elements compared were civilizational achievements of the past, such achievements 

were devoid of a political context. Certainly, the concept of nation involved here was more than a 

gathering of coreligionists. The past was there to inspire, to remind the Armenians that they were 

once able to deal with Europeans on an equal footing, and, therefore, they could expect the same 

in the future. The existence of a glorious past was defined first by its heritage that gave Armenians 

the right to recover its dignity. As early as 1846 the newspaper Hayastan in Constantinople gave a 

clear indication of this direction of thought: 
  

Wake up, Armenian nation, from your death-inviting slumber of ignorance; remember your past 
glory, mourn your present state of wretchedness and heed the example of other enlightened nations: 
take care of your schools, cultivate the Armenian language, learn other useful languages and liberal 
sciences [professions] ... only then can you reach the goal of happiness.21  

 

Liberalism introduced a dynamic concept of the nation—as opposed to the religious definition, 

which held sway in conservatism—and was, therefore, a secularizing one.22 Yet enlightenment, 

the ultimate course of individual and social happiness, was perceived to be attainable within the , 

since it was essentially a matter of culture and civilization. One of the chief architects of the 

national awakening, Servichen, placed a process of change strictly within the confines of the millet 

structure in the opening statement of the first elected National Assembly in 1863: 
 

Our duty is not only to protect our religion bequeathed to us by our ancestors but also to use all 
means for the single purpose of developing the national spirit: a spirit which is the lone factor in 
enlivening the nation and which we try to reconcile first with the spirit and the course of our times 
and second with national obligations toward our benevolent government by rejecting foreign 
intervention.23 

 

Nahapet Rusinian, poet, publicist, and physician even considered banning the word “political” 

from the Armenian language to insure the proper interpretation of national goals.24 The best 

nation, argued one writer following the Zeytun rebellion in 1863, is one that respects the authority 

of the state, and the best defense of peoples’ liberties is obedience to the laws of the land.25 The 

cultural definition of a national awakening was one shared by most liberals and believers in 

education and learning. The adolescent enthusiasm of students of the Nupar-Shahnazarian school 

in Constantinople espoused literature, the most expressive mode of culture, as the ultimate 
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solution: “The fatherland does not need heroes, it needs geniuses; it does not need soldiers of arms 

but soldiers of light ... we will produce Mmes Staels and Lamartines”.26 

Education and literacy became overriding concerns. The National Constitution insisted on 

free education for all Armenian youth.27 Societies were also established to educate the migrant 

workers, pantukhts, in Constantinople. These workers, in turn, were expected to go back to their 

villages and spread literacy there. Literacy was the answer to poverty. The Baregortsakan 

(Benevolent) Society of the capital took the more practical step of setting up a model farm in 

Cilicia through which its members were to educate the local farmers in the scientific method of 

farming.28 

Most were concerned though with the goal of bringing education, progress, and 

enlightenment to Constantinople. The liberal creed of Armenians there was an overwhelmingly 

urban one. During a debate on the unequal distribution of deputies in the National (Armenian) 

Assembly, the liberal Masis newspaper, founded and edited by the French educated Garabed 

Utujian, defended the preeminence of the capital: 
 

“Constantinople must have priority since, firstly, it is the capital of the state; secondly, it is the 
center of the national [Armenian] administration. The Patriarch is there, the progressive and 
educated elements of the nation are there. In one word, the great strength of the nation is there.”29 

 

Within this framework, the urban masses are the only subjects who need to be educated and 

enlightened in order to give substance to the idea of enlightenment; the nation, as understood by 

Constantinople Armenians, could have existed and prospered in and by itself in the capital. 

The strength of the nation, predicated upon the unity of goals such as progress and enlightenment, 

could endure when the hierarchy laid out above was recognized and fulfilled, that is, when each 

class accepted its own function in society. According to Masis, the upper class had the 

responsibility of caring for the rest of society; the middle class was to submit to and cooperate 

with the former, and the lower class was to accept, presumably, what was given and be thankful.30 

Unity would ultimately be achieved when “moral” and “financial’ virtues were spread.31 

For the majority of Armenians in the large urban centers, the capital city constituted “the 

strength of the nation,” whereas historical Armenia was a foreign place, an outpost of the empire. 

The literate of Constantinople spent much time discussing administrative details, resolving 

conflicts related to churches, charities, and schools. They called it the azgayin (national) business. 
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Mkrtich Khrimian, the unconventional bishop who was elected patriarch for a brief period and 

made the pantukhts and the provincial masses the focus of his attention, was labeled the 

hayastantsi, or “one from Armenia.” Hayastan (Armenia) was thus reduced to a locale like so 

many others.32 The label also intimated a provincialism unbecoming an urban intellectual or 

bourgeois. This distinction seemed natural even to Grigor Otian, a liberal reformer of great 

importance both in Ottoman and Armenian contexts. In an 1856 letter to Khrimian, whom he 

admired for his cultural mission in Armenia itself, Otian stated: “Nations, like individuals, die and 

pass opportunities on to others.”33 Otian’s faint hope for a Lazarus-style resurrection did not 

detract from the value he ascribed to biological functions. The birth-death cycle reconciled the 

conflict between past and present, between historical consciousness and contemporary political 

impotence. 

The reduction of Armenia to a mere geographic entity enabled the enlightened to regard 

Constantinople as a proper location for the rebirth of the nation, and thus define the nation 

according to their own realities. In addition, the program of progress and enlightenment proposed 

by the literate and middle class of the capital acquired its legitimacy from the access and exposure 

to European cities and cultures, and from the conviction of the enlightened that such a program 

had universal value. 

 

The Challenge of the Middle Class 

The struggle of the liberal class against the amiras and their defenders was characterized by 

most writers of the period as the conflict between the enlightened and the obscurantist or between 

the new and the old. The cultural renaissance was the achievement of the enlightened and the ill 

new. The conflict occupied Armenians in the capital during the three middle decades of the 

century. It pervaded every aspect of community life.34 

The liberals fought most ardently for the use of modern Armenian in publications, the 

press, and the schools. Modern Armenian was a better means by which to spread literacy and 

knowledge, they argued. For the old guard, the demise of grabar, or classical Armenian, was 

tantamount to the disintegration of the community and of its heritage. Equally important were the 

differences in the views of the antagonists on the proper subjects for study. The conservatives 
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stressed religious studies, while the middle class insisted on the necessity of knowing geography, 

mathematics, world history, and physics.35 

Although success in the modernization of culture was essential for the development of a 

social and ideological environment congenial to the middle class, the larger goals of the group 

could be promoted only through the institutionalization of the new values. Thus the middle class 

also sought to control the only institution within its reach, the millet. 

Long before the middle class challenged the amira class for leadership of the community, 

the esnafs or artisans in Constantinople had questioned the right of the wealthy to control 

Armenian institutions. Starting in 1820 there was evidence of a growing conflict between the 

amiras and various esnaf groups.36 Although the immediate cause of the confrontation was 

disagreement on the parochial schools, the challenge of the artisans implied a critique of all 

authorities. During an incident in 1841, the demonstrating esnafs protested to the Porte against the 

Ottoman government’s support of the amiras. Two years and many imprisonments later, the esnafs 

won the right to hold fourteen of the thirty seats in the newly-created National Assembly, charged 

with the management of the patriarchate.37 

Yet the esnafs were unable to use their success to acquire a permanent voice in the shaping 

the community’s future. The amiras and their conservative allies in the clergy were able to 

outmaneuver a group of artisans who lacked the intellectual and political tools to transform a 

single cause into a larger movement, or a sense of injustice into a political program. 

The middle class of the 1850s was more willing and able to supplant the stagnant and 

decadent leadership of the amiras. It undertook a systematic struggle against the authoritarian, 

clerically dominated institution of the patriarchate. The battle for a “constitution” for the millet, 

unleashed during the benevolent period of the Ottoman Tanzimat (Reforms), sought successfully 

to secularize and democratize the government of the millet. A final draft of the National 

Constitution approved by the sultan in 1863 incorporated democratic principles which required the 

election of the patriarch and the National Assembly and the control of the assembly by secular 

deputies. The document granted rights to the collective and to its individual members; it also 

endorsed the principle of the mutuality of responsibilities between the community and individual 

members. The liberals of the capital could now boast of a social and quasi-political victory.38 
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The Constitution Tested 

For the middle class in Constantinople, the constitution provided a mechanism for the 

control and rational organization of millet institutions such as schools, churches, monasteries, and 

hospitals. Secular control over institutions that affected all Armenians, and not just clergymen, 

seemed natural and in line with the spirit of the times. For liberal Armenians, the constitution was 

the logical extension of the cultural renaissance, a means to consolidate the gains achieved in a 

minor social revolution. Yet the established amira class fought ardently against any 

democratization of the millet structure. It charged that the constitution was an attempt to create a 

state within a state, a step which was contrary to accepted policies and practices.39  

The conservatives were certainly correct in fearing the consequences of high sounding 

principles, particularly when the constitutional forces received strong support from Armenians in 

the provinces. In fact, it was the pressure from the provinces, in the form of documented reports of 

injustices and abuses, visits to the capital representative delegations of dignitaries, and urgent 

pleas for relief that provided the impetus for liberals to pursue the goal of millet reforms with 

courage and determination. 

The debate on the future structure of the millet provided the only avenue open for political 

expression. Provincial Armenians participated fully in the formulation of the reforms, and to the 

body that emerged from the constitutional struggle—the National Assembly—they attached their 

hopes. 

It must have been the euphoria of victory, or the untimely belief in rhetoric, that led a 

majority of the National Assembly to elect the popular and populist bishop Mkrtich Khrimian, the 

most eloquent defender of provincial Armenians as patriarch in 1869.40 Khrimian accepted the 

position reluctantly. Once in Constantinople, he was determined to use the National Constitution 

as a means of general reform, to alleviate the sufferings of those who called him “Hayrik” 

(Father).41 To achieve his purpose he initiated a systematic investigation of the most blatant and 

widespread abuses in provincial governments, areas of open discrimination within the system as a 

whole, and acts of unpunished violation of rights and property. By making the Armenian masses 

his prime concern, he brought the realities of provincial life to an Armenian community that had 

become complacent in its relative prosperity and security. Khrimian forced the Assembly to face 

the issues he considered most important.42 
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The result was the report of 1871. It detailed laws, regulations, and practices, which were 

not only essentially discriminatory, but were also leading provincial Armenians toward economic 

ruin, social deprivation, and inhuman existence. The report made recommendations, which, if 

accepted and acted upon by the Porte, would alleviate the situation. It recommended an end to 

obvious inequality in taxation and justice, and to religious intolerance. Furthermore, rather than 

denying the authority of the central government, the report asked the Porte to strengthen its 

position in the provincial government in order to guarantee that local officials followed directives 

sent to them from Constantinople.43 

The Assembly was divided regarding the issue of submission of the report to the 

government. Some thought it would invite the Porte to question the loyalty of Armenian leaders, 

and hence affect their privileges and position in the capital.44 At the end, a milder version was 

presented. After a long wait, when Khrimian had already resigned and when no action had been 

taken by the government, some members of the National Assembly argued that the time had come 

to see a change of policy. During August and September of 1876, a few pressed as hard as they 

could. During an interpolation of the then Patriarch Nerses Varjapetian, a deputy asked if “new 

and effective” means had been adopted to help the deteriorating situation of the Armenian 

peasantry, if there was no alternative to repeating the cycle of presentation at the Porte, promises 

of investigations, and loss of interest in the matter.45 The examination had begun despite the 

attempt of some to end the discussion before the government intervened against the 

“troublemakers.”46 “Did the government confiscate the weapons of the Kurds or give weapons to 

Armenians?” asked Stepan Papazian, a former chairman of the Assembly, who seems to have 

concluded that the Balkan solution might work for Armenians as well.47 Papazian also argued that 

far from being isolated incidents, the conditions created in the provinces were the result of a 

deliberate policy.48 The National Assembly voted to publish the report of 1871. The report was 

ignored by the government and forgotten by the Assembly. 

During his four year tenure Khrimian had also sought, without success, a revision of the 

National Constitution to give provincial Armenians representation in the Assembly proportional to 

their numbers. The constitution had ensured absolute majority control by the Armenians of 

Constantinople. Khrimian realized that without proportional representation the cause of the 

provinces would be lost since, he argued, the capital bourgeoisie acted only in the interest of its 
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own security and perception of Ottoman institutions.49 He also fought for the creation of a second 

civil or political ( kaghakakan ) council to deal specifically with provincial issues. The existing 

“political” council provided by the constitution was composed of local elements, who understood 

“political” as referring to non-clerical issues such as schools and orphanages, and who refused to 

tackle actual political matters. 

Khrimian resigned in 1873. He had managed to make many enemies.50 He was accused of 

arbitrary rule, hence of opposing the constitution.51 His critics also charged that Khrimian spent 

too much money on the pantukhts and neglected the prestige of the Church. He had closed down 

the prison of the patriarchate, where opponents and troublemakers could be jailed by order of a 

patriarch or the Assembly. He had also refused to use the state police to secure compliance by 

Armenians to millet decisions. In addition, Khrimian’s detractors also accused him of diminishing 

the power of Constantinople in favor of the provinces. Finally, he was criticized for taking up the 

cause of the poor and oppressed at the expense of others. He spoke so much of the conditions and 

problems of the provinces, remarked a concerned opponent, that he “endangered the nation.”52 

Khrimian’s brief tenure of office became a test of Armenian liberalism among the middle 

class. The limitations of that liberalism were clearly exposed by its timid and reluctant approach to 

the question of reforms. By acquiring the privilege of playing democracy in the capital, the 

Armenian intelligentsia and middle class of Constantinople took upon themselves the task of 

absorbing the shocks of social discontent in the poverty-ridden towns and villages of Western 

Armenia. 

The failure to achieve any concrete progress in the area of reforms for the masses was the 

more fundamental cause for Khrimian’s resignation. The expectation that the millet structure, 

however democratically constituted, would alleviate the plight of the provincials under the 

leadership of their champion was a subversion of the system’s original purpose. The temporary 

enthusiasm of the Assembly in pursuing Khrimian’s cause had stretched the ambiguous benefits of 

the millet to the limits. The constitution of the community spoke eloquently of the rights and 

responsibilities between the Armenian collective and the individual; but it disregarded the more 

essential relationship between the millet and the Ottoman state, except to assert that “in particular 

circumstances [the patriarch] is the medium of the execution of the orders of the Ottoman 

Government.”53 The responsibility of the patriarch or the Assembly to represent the interests of the 



 41 

Armenians, especially their rights and problems as a collective, were not inherent in the document, 

but dependent on the goodwill or predominant political mood of the Porte. 

The National Constitution did not provide for the protection of the political, human, 

economic, or civil rights of the Armenians. It prescribed some checks on abuses to the extent that 

these emanated from the office of the patriarch. It sought to control the excess of capricious and 

authoritarian rule by the class ruling over the millet. For a brief period it brought to power 

patriarchs, such as Khrimian and Nerses Varjapetian, who were perceived as being opposed to 

tyranny and concerned with the status of the “people.”54 While it is true that Ottoman officials and 

the sultan occasionally acceded to requests from Armenian leaders for redress of grievances in 

individual cases, such concessions were the prerogative of the paternalistic ruler. Such favors did 

not imply any recognition of the right of the millet Assembly or patriarch to act as advocates of 

collective Armenian rights, even though both Khrimian and Varjapetian tried to maximize that 

potential.55 But in general the leadership of the millet was particularly hesitant and vulnerable 

when it was using a religious institution to further collective social and economic goals; the more 

so, since these goals would necessarily undermine the class structure upon which the state rested, 

and the religious argument by which it justified that structure.  
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Chapter 4 

 

Reform Outside the Millet 
 

The failure of the millet system to provide relief led Armenians to conclude that there 

could be little reform in their status as Ottoman subjects without reform of the foundations and 

structures upon which Ottoman institutions rested. Some Armenians had recognized this fact in 

the early stages of the struggle for a community institution; for most provincial Armenian leaders 

and Constantinople liberals, it was sufficient that the National Constitution was nurtured by the 

spirit of the Tanzimat or reforms pronounced by the Ottoman government itself in 1839 and 1856. 

After Khrimian’s tenure as patriarch, more understood the importance of an institution to resist the 

state that had created it. For the segment within the middle class that did not give up following the 

frustration of the experiment with the millet, general reforms within the empire became the focus 

of hopes and expectations. 

 

The Tests of Ottomanism 

The relationship between specific reforms sponsored by Armenians and the more general 

Tanzimat is as complex as it is revealing. The liberalism of the Tanzimat made it possible to 

secularize and democratize the government of the community. The articulation, and ultimate 

failure, of those principles within the context of the millet made Armenians staunch supporters of 

the movement toward constitutional order in the empire. Throughout the nineteenth century 

Armenian individuals became trusted advisors to reform-minded Turkish leaders. This was 

particularly true in the case of the Young Ottomans. The Young Ottomans were an unofficial party 

of Turkish officials and administrators who favored the renewal of the Ottoman system through 

internal reforms and especially through the establishment of a constitution for the empire. Their 

efforts culminated in the promulgation of a constitution in 1876, the elections for a parliament, and 

the appointment of Midhat Pasha, the main author of the constitution, as grand vizir. 

While in earlier instances individual relationships had a minimal relevance for the 

community at large, the efforts of Grigor Otian on behalf of empire-wide reforms as an advisor to 

Midhat Pasha represented a crucial transition in the attitudes between the two groups. Otian was 
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the president of the National Assembly during Khrimian’s tenure as patriarch and one of his 

strongest supporters. He encouraged the Assembly to draft its report of 1871 and invited it to 

submit specific recommendations on improving conditions in the provinces. Otian believed that 

the Porte would welcome the document and act upon it.1 

The Midhat-Otian connection could not have been achieved without the integrative 

perspective, which had taken hold between both peoples, a perspective known as Ottomanism. 

Both groups, the Young Ottomans among the Turks and the Otian-Khrimian-led group among 

Armenians, accepted the existing state as a given, as a starting point. The reform-minded Turkish 

leaders recognized that the survival and prosperity of the state depended, among other factors, on 

the allegiance of its subjects and subject groups and on the legitimacy of the government in the 

eyes of these subjects. Many among them also believed that allegiance would be fostered only by 

changing the essence of the state-subject relationship and by transcending the ideological tenets of 

an autocratic sultanate. For the Young Ottomans, these changes could be implemented without 

necessarily destroying the religious fiber of society, or dislodging Islam or the Turks from their 

special position in the empire.2 Similarly, Otian’s view that the state would welcome specific 

proposals for reform and Khrimian’s willingness to accept the position of patriarch were based on 

their belief that there could be no conflict between Armenianism with a strong cultural awareness 

and Ottomanism as a political framework. Therefore reforms proposed for Armenians were 

considered only specific manifestations of the larger needs of all Ottoman subjects; such reforms 

had immediate relevance to Armenians because of the urgency with which they viewed their 

situation and the readiness with which they pressed for changes.3 

In the 1860s and 1870s the search for political solutions to the problems faced by 

Armenians took place within this context. The elation of the Armenian public upon the 

announcement of the Tanzimat measures, and more particularly of the 1876 constitution, were 

cogent examples. Armenians wanted a good government, one that would respond to the needs of 

its subjects, through responsible officials faithful to the principles of the Tanzimat. The failure of 

provincial officials to accept and promote equality and justice was seen as the main cause for the 

Armenian crisis. Bishop Garegin Srvantsiants, a student of Khrimian and a clergyman who spent 

his life working in and for the provinces, believed that much could be changed for the better if the 

appointment of good governors for the provinces was encouraged and if such examples were given 
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attention and public support in order to invite emulation by others with the necessary sanctions by 

the Porte.4 

A most critical, and certainly the most symbolically important, issue raised by Ottomanism 

was the question of the exclusion of Christian subjects from conscription into the army. Beyond 

the excessive abuses in the name of the askariye-bedeli (military tax on males in lieu of 

conscription), the question entailed the fundamental problem of equality between subjects and, 

beyond that, the nature of the state. Theoretically, the function of the state in Islam was the 

defense of the faith and the faithful, a function that could be performed by Muslims alone. In 

1856, when equality of citizens regardless of religion was accepted by the state in principle, the 

patriarch had refused to allow the conscription of Armenians.5 In 1871, however, during the 

debate on the recommendations to the Porte, the principle of military service by Armenians was 

accepted by the National Assembly. It was advocated most strongly by the provincial 

representatives and the liberals of the capital. Conservative elements, which enjoyed all the 

advantages of a privileged minority in the capital without carrying any of the burdens of the 

oppressed majority in the provinces, opposed the idea. The change such a step would bring about 

in the Armenian image caused them great concern. Basing their argument on the biblical 

injunction against killing, the conservatives argued against the trend toward the weakening of 

religion as a basis of social differentiation.6 Ultimately, the recommendation was not included in 

the final draft, on the grounds that Armenians should be provided concrete examples of reforms in 

the provinces before they could begin to sacrifice their lives for the state. 

The last level at which the relationship between the Armenian and Ottoman constitutional 

experiences must be understood is in terms of the whole range of issues raised by the military, 

political, and economic challenges of the West. It is generally known that most Turkish and 

Armenian reformers were educated in European, mainly French, institutions and were inspired in 

their intellectual and political outlooks by western traditions.7 Furthermore, in return for their 

support of the territorial integrity of the empire, Western powers brought pressure on the Ottoman 

state to carry out the reforms.8 

Western political thought, however, could provide only the necessary terminology for the 

articulation of problems; it could provide neither simple prescriptions nor the institutions within 

which these problems could be solved. The concept of reforms and its importance in the evolution 
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of Armeno-Turkish relations must be seen, therefore, through the internal dynamics of societies 

adopting foreign terminologies and institutions and adapting to them. In this respect the spirit of 

Ottomanism provided an alternative to the deadlock in which a well-developed Armenian millet 

found itself. The parliament of 1876, elected after the promulgation of the constitution that same 

year, provided a forum for the expression of empire-wide concerns. There, Muslim deputies 

addressed themselves to issues, which were crucial to Armenians, too, even though the Turks did 

not mention specifically Armenian grievances. Demands for a just and efficient tax system, 

safeguards of private property, guarantees against arbitrary rule, and elimination of a stagnant and 

corrupt bureaucracy—themes in the National Assembly report of 1871--were expounded also in 

the Ottoman parliament that convened between March 1877 ad February 1878.9 After the 

frustrations resulting from the Tanzimat experiment and inaction following the National Assembly 

reports, Armenians had committed themselves to the Ottoman Constitution and expected relief 

from the parliament. 

In fact, the Ottoman Constitution created a level of interaction between the state and 

subject, which circumvented the millet. If it did not neutralize religion as a principle of power, at 

least it strove to transcend its worst ramifications. This was reinforced by the process of election 

of deputies to the parliament; although this was not based altogether on a direct representation 

system, it did bypass the National Assembly.10 This de facto weakening of the role of the millet 

does not seem to have concerned Armenians much. For them the rights to equality and justice 

secured within a governmental system and inherent in an Ottoman constitution were definitely 

more promising than the highest principles inserted in the isolated millet constitution granted by 

an autocratic regime. The constitution of 1876, Armenians believed, had created a basis of support 

and an avenue of implementation for reforms in the general population. Reforms could be pursued 

more freely and effectively when they were no longer defined as a Christian or Armenian issue.11 

Still, overcoming the institutional and ideological limitations of the millet concept did not 

signal a sudden emergence of a new and pervasive identification with the ruling power and state. 

The ethno religious frame of identification had been dominant too long and had too much 

relevance in people’s daily lives to be erased quickly. Since Armenians perceived their problems 

to be largely the result of religious and ethnic inequality, it was only natural that, on the one hand, 

they would think as an ethno religious group while, on the other hand, they would seek to abolish 
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the legal and institutional barriers to the improvement of their lot. The transfer of their hopes and 

expectations from the millet to Ottoman institutions was possible, furthermore, because the ethno 

religious identity did not entail a self-generated political program. In other words, Armenianism 

still connoted first and foremost membership in a religious community rather than a political 

entity; the basis of that identity was extra-territorial, except for the limits of the Ottoman Empire 

and the residence of the majority of Armenians viewed as a demographic factor. Some, like the 

aforementioned critic of Khrimian, would continue to apply the term “nation” primarily to the 

privileged Armenian minority of Constantinople that enjoyed the trust of the Porte. The 

unrelenting pressure from the communities in the provinces had forced the liberal elements in the 

capital to view the majority of Armenians as a legitimate subject of concern. Yet, the majority did 

not question the right and responsibility of the millet leadership to conduct the affairs of the 

nation, to speak and act on their behalf. For the majority of Armenians, steeped in centuries-long 

servility, the question of alternatives did not yet arise. Only changes within the existing 

arrangement or changes, which were pursued by leaders, recognized as legitimate by the sultan 

and the Porte fell within their purview. 

Crucial for the understanding of subsequent developments is the second aspect of relations 

with the West. This was characterized by a distinction between the threat to the empire’s territorial 

integrity and sovereignty represented by European powers, and the challenge which Ottoman 

society faced by the presence of the economically and technologically more advanced, and 

politically more cohesive, states in nearby Europe. This distinction is essential because of the 

importance of reforms advocated as a result of domestic pressures on the state. It is necessary to 

make the distinction, moreover, since there is a tendency among historians to view political 

developments within the empire essentially as a reaction to threats from the West. Hence, 

Armenian demands for reform and participation in the political process are seen as by-products of 

western diplomatic maneuvers, relevant only for a discussion of western claims for protection of 

Christian minorities or of Western imperialism. 

Turkish and non-Turkish reformers attempted to meet the problems raised by Western 

economic penetration and addressed themselves to the need for the transformation of a 

disintegrating society and feudal-militaristic state.12 The various reformers often pointed to the 

same problems; even many of their solutions were identical. All agreed, for example, on a policy 
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of economic protectionism for home manufactured goods against rising imports of Western 

industrially manufactured products.13 Moreover, while all recognized the alarming rise of 

brigandage in Anatolia—a phenomenon to which Armenians particularly fell victim—most Young 

Ottomans blamed it on the policies of the Porte. According to them, centralization diminished the 

power of local rulers who had traditionally kept law and order.14 Armenians tended to agree with a 

Muslim deputy who insisted that the Porte should exercise more direct and effective control over 

the provinces.15 In their view, local overlords could not be trusted with the task of implementing 

the concepts of justice and equality enunciated in Constantinople. 

These reforms were pursued by an emerging and insecure middle class. More than the 

abstract notions of democracy, the new bourgeoisie in the capital and other cities sought greater 

participation in the decision making process of the government and greater attention to security of 

life and property, both of which would lead to more productive social relations. As stated by one 

historian, ‘From a functional viewpoint (the constitution] appeared as a rational measure designed 

to achieve essentially the integrative roles performed by parliaments in the West ... The search for 

a viable balance between the central authority and local power was a pressing problem born not of 

political idealism but of recognition of middle class power.”16 It is well known that non-Muslims 

comprised the largest segment of that middle class. Not surprisingly, then, the most urgent calls 

for guarantees of freedom for enterprise during the parliamentary debates in 1877-1878 came from 

the non-Muslim deputies.17 

As the debate on the formation of the Ottoman middle class is still continuing, it is difficult 

to discuss the political implications of this economic reality with much certainty.18 One might 

suggest, however, that a constitutional government committed to the development of bourgeois 

relations would have further advanced the economic position of the non-Muslim middle class and 

secured political power for non-Turkish groups. Furthermore, a vital and assertive Turkish middle 

class espousing the same goals could have bridged the gap between the Turkish dominated 

political power and Christian dominated sectors in the economy. The impressive record of the 

Ottoman parliament in terms of inter-religious understanding and cooperation can be partially 

explained by the presence of a nascent group with this perspective.19 

The possibility of coalescence was hindered, however, by the fact that most Turkish 

reformers were bureaucrats or intellectuals. Until 1869, government schools of higher education 
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trained only bureaucrats, an element usually not interested in fundamental changes.20 In addition 

to the absence of a Turkish middle class, the Ottoman Empire lacked the institutional and legal 

framework for the successful implementation of general reforms. Thus a vicious circle sapped 

even the more concrete proposals of their value and vigor. Land reform projects, for example, 

failed to abolish tax-farming, to improve the equity and efficiency of taxation, and to dislodge the 

power of the a’yan, or landed aristocracy. While measures against forced labor and scaling down 

of debts were somewhat more successful, peasants continued to be burdened far more heavily than 

their urban counterparts.21 Even in these areas, Armenians benefited less from improvements than 

the Turkish peasantry. 

But the failure of the Tanzimat, and ultimately of the constitutional experiment, should be 

traced to what the majority of Young Ottomans considered their prime concern and what generally 

prompted their criticism of existing institutions and policies: the inability of the Ottoman state to 

respond adequately to the Western military challenge and the domestic pressure for reform. The 

empire was no longer capable of defending itself and was losing territory rapidly; ultimately it was 

also unwilling to resist the tendency toward repression and to accommodate the need for 

democratic and secular reforms. 

Much of the loss of territory was to former subject peoples, who were assisted by foreign 

powers. Most of the reformers were men of goodwill who had been able to discover elements of 

toleration and liberalism in their Ottomanism. But they also identified with the state. The loss of 

territory was seen as a personal affront. Turkish bureaucrats tended to react to foreign intervention 

rather than act upon the causes for domestic discontent, which often provided the mechanism for 

that intervention.22 The reformers began to move, albeit reluctantly, from the perspective of an 

elite to the simpler view promoted by the Porte and Sultan Abdul Hamid II that reforms 

particularly those to improve the status of Christians, were only internal manifestations of the 

military threat represented by imperialist Europe.23 Paranoia, a dimension of psychological 

weakness, was institutionalized in the policies of the state; it legitimized rejection of reforms and 

served to perpetuate autocracy and rationalized state terrorism.24 

The essential difference between Armenian and Turkish reformers lay in the source of the 

social support each sought out. For most of the Turkish reformers changes were to be introduced 

from above and thrust upon the people. To achieve that goal, it was only necessary to either 
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assume a position of responsibility in government or convince those in power to follow their 

advice. The reforms that resulted lacked the support of the public and tended to modernize the 

machinery of government; more importantly, these changes strengthened the police powers of the 

state used against substantial reformers. Reforms advocated by Armenians, in contrast, were 

aimed at strengthening the state through political and social changes. Although couched in 

Western terminology and tailored by the urban middle class, the reforms advocated by the 

Armenian leadership had been generated by and had the support of the peasantry, craftsmen, and 

petty bourgeoisie in the provinces. Hardly in favor of weakening the power of the state, Armenian 

reformers believed that the power of the state should be used for the protection of rights and 

property and be counterbalanced by the rights of the people.25 

The value that the constitutional experience represented for Armenians was quite different 

from what it meant for the Turkish elite. Armenian reformers went into the third quarter of the 

nineteenth century free of the burden of defending existing institutions and of the duty of 

guaranteeing its survival at any cost. Conversely, the majority of Armenians were carrying a 

disproportionately larger weight of the burden for the support of the state and the ruling classes. 

The voice of that majority was heard within the millet for the first time after the Armenian 

Constitution of 1863. The frustration at the impotence of the millet, even a reformed millet, was 

easily brushed aside at the prospects of an Ottoman constitutional government. The first 

meaningful participation in Ottoman decision making constituted the end of a half century search 

for a mechanism in government which would respond to their needs both as Armenians and as 

exploited classes. Armenians, obviously, were not the only oppressed group in the Ottoman state. 

Economic exploitation and political repression cut across religious and ethnic lines. But the open 

discrimination against, and victimization of, provincial Armenians who lacked religious or ethnic 

identification with the ruler had made it easier for them to break through the psychological barrier 

to open opposition to oppression. Religion, the ideological tool of the state, was transformed into a 

frame of reference invested with political, i.e. reformist, meaning. 

The prorogation of parliament and suspension of the constitution by Sultan Abdul Hamid 

II in 1878 was perceived by Armenians as a rejection of all that had been achieved. Furthermore, 

the re-imposition of autocratic rule highlighted disparity between Turkish and Armenian 

reformers. Commenting on the loyalty of all Turkish classes toward the state, political scientist 
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Şerif Mardin has pointed out that the Young Ottomans did not consider it fair to engage in revolt: 

‘It is difficult to separate the point where traditional ideas with regard to the preservation of the 

state merge with the patriotism that was one of the major tenets of the Young Ottomans.”26 

Historian Kemal Karpat in effect regards Ottomanism as a major source for Turkish nationalism: 

“The Muslim-Turkish intellectuals... seized upon Ottomanism as a nationalist ideology of their 

own and defined its content according to their own cultural-social background and interpretation 

of history.” But he defines Ottomanism as ‘the idea of equal citizenship” and characterizes it as a 

“mere legal device through which the government wanted to supersede the ethnic and religious 

loyalties of the various minority groups.” He adds: “This attempt toward integration failed as far 

as most of the Christian subjects were concerned for the idea lacked the emotional appeal of their 

own brand of nationalism.”27 Following the same argument, historian Roderic Davison claims that 

the Christian subjects rejected Ottomanism. The author also posits a causal relationship between 

the attitudes of subject minorities and the rise of Turkish nationalism. This belief reflects the 

views of many Western historians as well as the assumptions underlying Ottoman policies 

following the demise of the constitution in 1878.28 

It is difficult to ascertain whether Davison meant to include Armenians among the 

Christians who ostensibly rejected Ottomanism. Notwithstanding the terminology used then and 

now, Armenians, as other groups, lived in a specific historical milieu rather than an abstracted 

religious context such as Christendom.29 These conditions differed from group to group and wihin 

groups. Greeks, for example, a largely urban group, had the most developed sense of nationalism 

and identified it clearly with an independent Greece. Assyrians, on the qther hand, were largely a 

mountainous people and lived a patriarchal life under the spiritual and communal leadership of 

their bishop—hardly a life conducive to the development of nationalism. Armenia itself was a 

divided land and had not enjoyed independence for centuries. Its population was scattered even 

within the Ottoman Empire, although the majority continued to live in historical Western 

Armenia. In the Eastern provinces the peasantry constituted the absolute majority of that people. 

Furthermore, except in some areas, demographic changes throughout the centuries had diluted the 

proportion of Armenians within the total population. The lands of historic Armenia were now 

inhabited by a mixture of peoples, including Turks and Kurds, in addition to the indigenous 

Armenians. Thus, by social stratification and geographic distribution, Armenians represented a 
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larger spectrum of groups than other minorities. Culturally and economically, they comprised 

some of the most progressive elements as well as some of the most traditional and backward 

subgroups. 

Throughout the many decades when state sponsored reforms were expected to improve the 

lot of the downtrodden, the Tanzimat remained a promise for those who needed reforms most. In 

1868 community leaders from the province of Mush sent word to the Patriarchate in 

Constantinople that Armenians there were enjoying the benefits of neither the Tanzimat nor other 

reform measures and that the situation should not be measured by life in the capital.30 By 1875, 

according to one source, the number of Armenians contemplating conversion to Islam to escape 

further depravity and humiliation was reaching alarming proportions.31 Many peasant 

communities not wishing to follow that route petitioned the sultan to indicate where in the 

Ottoman Empire they might resettle in order to escape their unbearable fate.32 

Ottomanism, however, was largely an urban phenomenon, an intellectualized, if not abstracted, 

solution to concrete problems. For the urban Armenian middle class, though, it was an ideal 

solution, since it enabled them to espouse liberal principles on a scale that did not force them to 

oppose the state. Even in Constantinople, however, Turks too would have to transcend their ethno 

religious allegiances if the idea of Ottomanism was to supplant existing allegiances permanently. 

Most importantly, even if Ottomanism could be reduced to the “idea of equal citizenship,” for 

Armenians that idea embodied visions of a better life; it encompassed a whole range of specific 

actions aimed at eradicating the political, economic and social inequalities and thus establish 

Armenians as citizens rather than subjects. Ultimately, even among the most radical, allegiance to 

the Ottoman state was a quid pro-quo for a “mere legal device” which for the most part remained a 

promise unfulfilled. 

When Sultan Abdul Hamid II suspended the constitution in 1878, even the pretense of a 

promise disappeared. And with the constitution also disappeared the chances for Armenian 

liberalism. Yet the Russo-Turkish war that had allowed the sultan to abrogate the constitution also 

opened for the established community leadership a third avenue of reform, this time sponsored 

from abroad. 
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Reforms Rescued by Europe 

Wars provide convenient dates for breaking up the seemingly unchanging surface of 

history. But wars are also justifiable tools of periodization since they tend to accelerate and 

accentuate changes occurring under that surface. In victory, the triumphant party finds the 

vindication of its ideology and rule. In defeat, the vanquished witnesses the maturation of tensions 

and contradictions underlying the social order it had imposed. 

Successive sultans in the nineteenth century accepted or promoted change after defeat on 

the battlefield or under the threat of a war, which would have ended in defeat. This pattern held for 

military as well as political reforms. Given the tenuous condition of the Ottoman state, for 

example, Midhat Pasha and his fellow liberals had been able to manipulate the throne. When in 

1875 the Ottoman state was no longer able to fulfill its financial obligations toward Europe and 

Western interests were planning the complete control of its budget, the liberals extracted from the 

sultan a constitution for the empire. In the absence of other support, the threat of further 

intervention or defeat had been one weapon that Turkish reformers, vizirs, and bureaucrats had 

used to advance their own cause and ideology. Thus, the distinction between foreign and domestic 

politics was blurred even more. In their temporarily successful struggle to postpone the 

disintegration of the old empire from internal decay and foreign intervention, the sultans 

themselves played one weakness against the other. To perpetuate their rule, the caretakers of 

Ottoman sovereignty did not hesitate to bargain away economic and territorial prerogatives of the 

state. Sovereignty had become an issue for Ottoman leaders before the Russo-Turkish war of 

1877-78 exposed, once more, the vulnerability of that sovereignty, and long before Armenian 

leaders took the search for sponsors of their reforms beyond the formal structure of that 

sovereignty.33 

Throughout the unfolding of the Eastern Question, Armenians followed a policy of 

consolidating the indirect gains achieved on behalf of the Christian peoples, rather than initiating 

actions that could bring foreign powers to their assistance. Armenians watched Balkan peoples 

gradually shed Ottoman rule, beginning with the Greeks in 1830, assisted by Europe and later 

Russia. The arrangement for Lebanon in 1860, which acquired autonomy under a Christian 

governor and the protection of France, was real and close enough for some to hope for a similar 

solution for Zeytun in 1862. But Armenians in general lacked the ideology, the means, and for 
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those in the capital, the motivation to pursue such a course of action. The leaders of the millet 

clung to their belief that a government that allowed them to worship and amass wealth, distributed 

medals of honor and dubbed them the ‘loyal millet” could not be too evil and should not be caused 

any embarrassment.34 

The Russian threat to the territorial integrity of the Ottoman Empire had provided a major 

impetus to Turkish elements as well as Western European powers to push for reforms in the 

empire. Both foreign conquest and domestic reform undermined the possibility of an Armenian 

state, although the two entailed opposite processes. But the causal relationship between the two 

suggested the Armenian strategy of using them simultaneously. 

Here the attitude of Western Armenians toward Russia becomes important since the latter 

pursued an imperialist policy toward the Ottoman Empire far less subtle than that of France and 

England; also, Eastern Armenia—now Russian Armenia—was a natural basis of comparison for 

western Armenians. The Armenian Constitution and later the Ottoman Constitution had created an 

atmosphere for western Armenians which even some in the Russian sector envied. In the battle of 

allegiances, Ottoman Armenian leaders were quick to point out the contrast between the 

Russification policy of the tsar in Eastern Armenia and the cultural and religious autonomy which 

they enjoyed in Western Armenia.35 

Consequently, the assertions of loyalty which the patriarch, the National Assembly, and 

Armenian deputies of the parliament repeatedly made at the outbreak of hostilities were more than 

hollow assurances. In the capital Armenians needed reforms, and believed the Ottoman 

constitution was their best guarantee to achieve those reforms; they had no need of Russia’s 

intervention on their behalf.36 

In the provinces conditions were different and so were attitudes toward Russia. Russia had 

a positive image for many who lived close to the Russian border, unaffected by the moves of 

liberals in the capital, too pressed to worry about the high politics of state. Peasants did not care 

about the abstract formulations of cultural issues as much as about beks and pashas who robbed 

them of their crops, chieftains who robbed them of their wives and daughters, usurers who robbed 

them of their lands. The provincial bourgeoisie and craftsmen did not owe an intellectual debt to 

the West; they had developed a modest commerce despite economic handicaps and a problematic 

Ottoman provincial administration. For them, the Russian government at least provided 
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opportunities for economic development. In 1872, a group of merchants from Van had asked the 

Russian government to send a consul to their city. A Russian consul’s presence, they had hoped, 

would guarantee “the safety of trade routes and protection of the religion, lives and goods 

(possessions) of the down-trodden Christian people of Vaspurakan.”37 The sympathy which large 

numbers of provincial Armenians had for Russia was not a consequence of any abstract love for 

Russia or the policies it pursued but of the total alienation they felt from the Ottoman government. 

This sympathy was solidified at the outbreak of the war of 1877-1878. The government lost all 

credibility, and in the eyes of the provincial people, any claim to their allegiance when the sultan 

unleashed irregular Kurdish forces on the Armenian people in the name of mobilization.38 

The Armenian missions to San Stefano and Berlin, following the defeat of the Ottoman 

armies in 1878, sought to use the threat of large-scale Russian annexation to secure reforms for the 

Armenian provinces. 

The leaders of the Christian millets were involved in the international maneuvers from the 

beginning of the war. The Porte had allowed millet leaders to visit the British ambassador to 

assure him of the dedication and loyalty of their flocks to the Ottoman state and to disclaim 

Russian charges of mistreatment of Christians. Patriarch Varjapetian, who had been recently 

decorated by the sultan, performed this duty and caused much furor.39 During his visit with the 

British ambassador, it seems that Varjapetian either did not discuss Armenian grievances, as the 

British Blue Book implied, or the ambassador chose to disregard any comments Varjapetian might 

have made beyond the expressions of loyalty, as Varjapetian insinuated later. The political council 

of the National Assembly probably had this interview in mind when it questioned Varjapetian on 

the heightened state of insecurity in the provinces. The patriarch assured the council that the Blue 

Book misrepresented his position: 
 

You know what the policy of our nation is: I have stated many times since I became patriarch that 
our nation is an inseparable part of the Ottoman state and that our well-being is in its progress of 
reform; the only complaint that our people have is in regard to the outrages committed against the 
provincial Armenians. Against this even our government is fighting ... How is it possible to state 
that there is no lawlessness or oppression in Turkey when even the ministry and his majesty the 
Sultan confess to the existence of abuses and to the necessity of eliminating them? ... Finally, our 
nation is loyal to the state but at the same time is critical of the abuses and hopeful of their 
abatement.40  
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The Ottoman armies were defeated and Russia appeared as the sole master of the Ottoman 

state. Varjapetian became immersed in international diplomacy. He went to San Stefano to press 

for reforms in Western Armenia and pressed his case with the victorious Russians. He succeeded 

temporarily. Article 16 of the Treaty of San Stefano made the withdrawal of Russian armies from 

the Eastern provinces or Western Armenia contingent upon the realization of Armenian reforms. 

The sultan used the dissatisfaction of England and France with Russian advances to have the San 

Stefano Treaty renegotiated. To achieve his goal, the sultan signed the Cyprus Convention; in 

return for British support for renegotiation, the sultan accepted British control of Cyprus.41 The 

British entry into the scene as a counterbalancing force against the Russians created doubts on the 

wisdom of the policy to rely solely on the Russians. Varjapetian urged the National Assembly to 

adjourn until the situation cleared. The Assembly did so reluctantly, but not before giving 

Varjapetian a vote of confidence that would allow him to take whatever measures he deemed 

appropriate to defend the interests of the community.42 

It became necessary to take the case to all European governments. Varjapetian sent a 

delegation to Western capitals and eventually to Berlin, where the last of the European Concert 

congresses was to convene in the summer of 1878 for the purpose of renegotiating the Treaty of 

San Stefano. The delegation was headed by Khrimian; its purpose was to ensure the survival of at 

least the reform provisions in the new treaty. The proposal the Armenian delegation circulated—

they were not allowed to participate in the conference—called for the granting of administrative 

autonomy to the Western Armenian provinces.43 The Congress of Berlin convened to minimize 

the losses of the Ottoman Empire and the effects of the Russian victory. Armenian reforms were 

considered in the latter category. Hence a new provision, Article 61, of the Treaty of Berlin 

provided for general reforms in the Eastern Ottoman provinces. With the agreement for immediate 

withdrawal of Russian armies from all conquered territories, except the district of Kars and a few 

minor areas, the implementation of reforms was left to the sultan. The only requirement from the 

signatories of the treaty was that the Porte report periodically to the Western powers on the steps 

taken in that direction.44 
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The Significance of Article 61 

The Congress of Berlin and Article 61 of the Treaty of Berlin are engulfed in confusion 

and controversy regarding the meaning, effects, and lessons of the experience, Some of the 

confusion is a consequence of the nature of great power rivalries. While the military battle was 

won by Russia, the latter was hardly the victor in the struggle. In the wider context, the Ottoman 

Empire waged a proxy war for the western camp led by Great Britain. Hence, the 

internationalization of the issue of reforms is a mere extension of the already active forces into an 

even more formidable arena in which Armenians had still less influence. The birth of the 

Armenian Question, as an issue, which would occasionally invite the attention of Western powers, 

did not alter the relative position of the main groups and ideas that regulated the course of the 

reform movement itself. In fact, the return to Hamidian despotism, the changes in Russian foreign 

policy, and the end of concert diplomacy—changes which cannot be ascribed to Article 61--were 

far more consequential for the fate of Armenians than the addition of another aspect of the 

essentially European problem known as the Eastern Question. 

For the Sultan, who had dismissed the parliament, the provision for reforms was the kind 

of intervention in Ottoman affairs, which could not be tolerated, as opposed to the concession of 

Cyprus, for example, which could be rationalized by one’s priorities. For the European powers, 

the Armenian Question as embodied in Article 61 could be used alternately as a face-saving 

device and a lever for further intervention, or they could ignore it altogether with impunity. 

More complex and varied were the interpretations given to Article 61 by Armenians. For a 

political cause that produced few universally accepted heroes and even fewer successes, the 

temptation to simplify is great. Diplomatic maneuvering had become a symbol of political success, 

of sheer stupidity, or of hollow promises. Some Armenians saw in Article 61 the excuse, which 

the Ottoman government was seeking to massacre them; others found in it the legitimation of their 

demands and the international recognition of their plight.45 Varjapetian thought the article adopted 

at the Congress of Berlin might prove to be more beneficial than that formulated in San Stefano. 

One deputy, however, thought the patriarch and his representatives had been duped by the Sultan 

to rely on the British for support of their proposals rather than the Russians. According to this 

interpretation, Armenians lost Russian support because reforms became a British project; and, as 

such, the issue was settled to the advantage of the Porte.46 
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Most Armenians had mixed feelings. Euphoria and disappointment alternated as events 

failed to clarify the significance of this attempt at international diplomacy. Periods of inaction and 

European silence on the matter brought depression and pessimism, while with the slightest sign of 

Western interest turned the skeptics into believers in Article 61. 

One group of leaders headed by Patriarch Varjapetian and Bishop Maghakia Ormanian 

considered Article 61 an important step in the long-standing effort to bring about the realization of 

the liberal dream. Varjapetian stated that considering this was the first attempt at high diplomacy, 

Armenians did not fare too badly.47 It is possible that Varjapetian opted for this qualified yet 

positive evaluation of the Armenian efforts in order to counter criticism of his policies. Given the 

diplomatic victory, which the Treaty of Berlin gave the sultan, a number of notables charged that 

the patriarch had endangered the community by his association with the Russians. The critique of 

the notables served to distance themselves from that policy: they charged that the patriarch had 

acted without consulting the Assembly and its political council and that his actions had not been in 

the best interest of the nation.48 Varjapetian, however, considered the sultan’s refusal to accept his 

resignation as an adequate response to that charge.49 

For Varjapetian, enlightenment and progress were the main goals of any Armenian 

political action. Varjapetian assured his people that he was optimistic regarding the future of the 

Armenians, even though the Congress of Berlin did not provide for an autonomous Armenia. The 

international concern for Armenia, as expressed in Article 61, assured a rush toward the 

exploitation of the natural resources of the land, he thought. Varjapetian was convinced British 

capital would invade the region soon. The immediate task of the nation was to ensure that 

Armenian capital from coastal cities and Europe gained ownership and control of resources in 

Armenia and brought progress and enlightenment, and therefore, a better life. The nation was 

invited to send to Ottoman Armenia its best teachers and preachers, its best industrialists and 

doctors, and its financiers. Most of all, capital and culture, both Western commodities, were to be 

Armenianized to achieve what diplomacy and begging could not.50 

This was the pinnacle of the bourgeois program of nation-building in western Armenian 

political thought. The guarantee of its success was based, according to its advocates, on the sense 

of unity, which the program would inspire. In the absence of an adequate strategy, unity became 

the panacea for the problems of an institutional structure condemned by its own impotence. 
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It was Bishop Ormanian who devoted much time to the problem of unity. Ormanian was 

one of the most active, educated, bright, and ambitious clergymen in modern Armenian history. 

He was originally educated as a Catholic priest; later he rejoined the Armenian Apostolic Church 

and became one of its luminaries. In a public lecture delivered less than a year after the Congress 

of Berlin on the subject of “Unity of Armenians,” the future patriarch suggested that 

denominational differences could not be obliterated since these were matters of conscience, but 

that tolerance could bring about practical unity. And since the National Constitution was never 

specified as a document applicable exclusively to Apostolic Armenians, it could easily be regarded 

by Catholic and Protestant Armenian communities as the basis for a national administrative 

structure.51 

Ormanian also argued that the dispersion of Armenians within the Ottoman Empire was 

the result of a historical process; tax structures and profits had led many Armenians to live in 

different parts of the empire; yet Armenia could be construed to be a historical location, while the 

Armenian program could include any location where Armenians had a substantial presence. The 

other major division among Armenians that of subjection to different states, was not very relevant. 

First, argued Ormanian, nothing could be done about it and, second, because all three empires that 

had jurisdiction over Armenian territories—the Russian, Ottoman, and Persian—allowed the 

existence of the Armenian people and recognized its Church.52 “It is time to go beyond the 

abstract-intellectual content of the terms Armenianism and Armenian unity and give them a real, 

sensible, practical, basic, administrative, and local meaning,’ argued Ormanian.53 

In the same lecture Ormanian urged provincial Armenians to take the initiative in their own 

hands and not expect everything from the sultan. The basis of the initiative would be the desire for 

reform. This desire should be instilled among all Armenians: “If a person is inspired by the issue 

of reforms, then he would not consider it unworthy of him to labor [in Armenia), he would not 

consider it worthless to do commerce there and help the arts flourish, or be a landlord and 

landowner there.”54  

Ormanian developed his ideas further in a lecture delivered in 1880 on the responsibilities 

of the youth. He urged provincial Armenians and particularly the young to learn reading as well as 

other technical skills. But it was necessary that Armenians do the teaching since, if Europeans did 

it, they would also be the ones to benefit: “Those who know how to establish their interests in that 



 59 

land, I can assure, that the land will know how to reward its benefactors. Blessed are those who 

will be the first to undertake that task, since not only will they have given content to patriotism 

and be praised for it, but also because they will reap the profit of their endeavors and labor.”55 

Thus, financial and spiritual rewards were offered as bait to an Armenian bourgeoisie which, 

ostensibly in competition against European and especially British capital for Ottoman Armenian 

markets and resources, would have an objective incentive to develop the infrastructure necessary 

for the creation of an enlightened Armenian society. 

Varjapetian’s reconciliation with the Porte and the transfer of the basis of his optimism 

from diplomacy to capital and culture were not justified by subsequent events. And Ormanian’s 

“politics of the possible,” as he characterized his own approach, turned out to be even less 

practical.56 History does not record an influx of Armenian capital or manpower to the provinces. 

Armenian capital remained in the coastal cities. A partially comprador bourgeoisie, particularly 

one closely tied to British commerce, was hardly independent enough to launch a program of 

nation-building.57 The capital accumulated by individual Armenians failed to produce a capital 

that would labor for the Armenian collective. A program based on education and capital might 

have been useful as a long-range solution to the problems of illiteracy and backwardness but were 

hardly sufficient when most merchants could trace their roots, immediate and distant, to those very 

provinces whence they or their forefathers had escaped. 

The argument about economic development remained standard policy long after it had 

been proven ineffective, and long after it had become devoid of the conviction of their earlier 

proponents. In 1880 Armenian representatives from Mush visited the patriarch in Constantinople 

to express their exasperation with the conditions, which had failed to improve over the years. After 

a warning against militant or revolutionary activities, the patriarch sermonized that the proper path 

was “to develop and dominate economically.”58 

The traditional leadership, strongly supported by the conservative elements, concluded that 

it had been too hasty in mourning the death of the sultanate and had gone too far in the name of 

liberalism and reforms in the provinces. Although the National Assembly expressed full 

confidence in the wisdom of the diplomacy carried by Varjapetian and forced a dissenting deputy 

to resign, its members also felt they had run out of acceptable alternatives. For over four decades 

they had shifted their energies and beliefs from reforms in the court to reforms in the millet, and 
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finally to reforms in the empire, all the while attempting to retain a defensible position from the 

Ottoman viewpoint. The deputies of the National Assembly had registered modest gains but failed 

in the long run. In a final surge of vigor they formulated the demands for a territorially-limited set 

of reforms and along the way passed the burden on to “civilized Europe”...certainly an adversary 

more worthy of the sultan. After 1878 they recoiled to their earlier policy of caution, passivity and 

deference to the narrower limits of the millet system. The capital community could make its peace 

with the state. it accepted without objection the order from the Porte to the patriarchate and the 

National Assembly not to meddle in affairs which were outside its jurisdiction: the millet 

leadership could present takrirs (petitions) regarding churches and monasteries, but not political 

matters.59 The Assembly expressed its intention to remain within prescribed limits by requesting 

that Ottoman censors stop the publication of the Constantinople newspaper Meghu, The maverick 

newspaper editors had dared criticize the National Assembly for its inaction regarding the status of 

Armenians in the provinces.60 

Varjapetian sensed that the Assembly’s chance to act effectively was gone, although he 

had risked so much to achieve the contrary goal by raising the issue of Armenian reforms to the 

level of international diplomacy. The last in the long line of clergymen-diplomats in Armenian 

history, Varjapetian had used all the goodwill and credibility he had in order to align on the side of 

Armenians the only powers that could pressure the Porte to act favorably. He had defended his 

actions and policies strenuously; he also took full responsibility for them. Varjapetian thought he 

had the best combination of circumstances to succeed: the trust of the sultan, the support of the 

leadership, and the people in support of a good cause. As time went on and the Porte successfully 

disregarded Western protests regarding the non-implementation of Article 61, Varjapetian 

resigned. The sultan refused to accept the resignation, thus checkmating the millet. Its most 

courageous patriarch was in power but was powerless to help the people. 
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Chapter 5 

 

The Liberal Impasse 
 

The Sermon on the Sword 

Bishop Mkrtich Khrimian, head of the Armenian delegation to the conference of Berlin, 

returned from Europe a disappointed man. From his pulpit he taught the Armenian people the hard 

lessons he had learned at the hands of the European diplomats. Khrimian expounded a simple 

message: that the European powers had not delivered the Armenians from their sufferings because 

Armenians had gone to Berlin as a band of supplicants with pleas inscribed on paper rather than as 

a people who had earned its salvation through sacrifice. In the most famous of his sermons 

delivered in Constantinople and elsewhere upon his return from Berlin in late 1878, he used the 

metaphor of the “iron ladle” to sound a call to arms: Armenians could not be served from the “dish 

of liberty” because they had with them just a petition, made of paper; the other small peoples, such 

as Serbians and Bulgars, had “iron ladles.” “There is no room for supplications or petitions when 

matters are decided by guns,” Khrimian argued.1 

Coming from the man they all called Hayrik (father), the sermon’s message and metaphor 

captivated the imagination of the masses. Historians and writers in general have seen in the 

sermon not only a diagnosis of the Armenian predicament, but also a prescription that produced 

the Armenian revolution. 

There are still many unanswered questions regarding Khrimian’s sermon on the necessity 

to take up arms. Why had earlier calls, including several by Khrimian himself, gone unnoticed and 

largely unheeded? And why, once they were heeded, did Khrimian remain aloof from the 

revolutionary groups and parties that initiated guerrilla war against the Ottoman regime? If he 

himself was not ready for armed opposition, why did he abandon diplomacy, when Article 61 of 

the Treaty of Berlin, however ineffective, served as a potent rallying point and diplomatic weapon 

in the hands of other Armenians, including revolutionaries? 

Other issues raised by his sermon remain obscure as well. Who, for example, was 

supposed to take up arms? Was Khrimian calling for a popular rebellion, organized revolutionary 

struggle, or individual self-defense? Was he calling for the adoption of violent methods as a tactic 
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or strategy? What were the implications of an armed Armenian struggle for Western Europe or the 

Ottoman Empire? While some answers can be attempted, it is important to note that the 

ambiguities and conflicts within Khrimian’s message transcended the immediate circumstances 

and would characterize the development of the revolutionary phase of the liberation movement as 

well. 

Some of the answers can be found in the contradictions in Khrimian’s own life. This 

international representative and inspirer of masses lacked any formal education and knew no 

European languages. What he had learned of Western thought had been through Armenian 

translations. He was steeped in the Bible, sacred texts, and Armenian historians of the ancient and 

medieval periods. His wisdom was derived from the internalization of his people’s experience 

through biblical rather than political categories.2 

Throughout his career, beginning as the founder and editor of the original journal Ardsvi 

Vaspurakan in 1858 in Van, and long before he came to be known as Hayrik, Khrimian made 

occasional references to the need for Armenians to arm themselves. In 1861 he thought the spirit 

of the times invited peoples to make revolutions.3 Later, as patriarch, he advised impoverished 

peasants who had flocked in Constantinople to return to their provinces with arms and protect their 

families and whatever lands they still possessed instead of wasting their lives in the most 

demeaning jobs in the capital.4 But he refused to support any of the organized revolutionary 

activities or groups.5 The Hnchakians, who came closest to receiving support from him, also 

accused him of spending the party money they trusted him on pantukhts (migrant workers); 

Khrimian, on the other hand, spent his own meager resources to assist imprisoned Hnchakians on 

an individual basis.6 

Khrimian has confused his biographers by his personality as well. For example, he could 

hold no grudge against a Kurd who was hired to assassinate him, although he had identified the 

nomadic Kurds as the major source of troubles of the poor.7 As chairman of the relief committee 

organized to assist the famine-stricken Armenians in the provinces following the 1877-78 war, he 

did not discriminate between starving Armenians, Kurds, and Turks, an attitude that irritated some 

benefactors.8 

Another source of confusion are the metaphors and images he used to relay important 

messages and concepts. While his style projects a sense of pride in his humble origins and an 
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identification with the common people, Khrimian’s language is not one that can be transposed into 

the arena of political analysis without distorting the truth underlying the message. 

For Khrimian, conflicts in society were manifestations of the basic conflict between good 

and evil. His vision of society as articulated in his Papik ev tornik (Grandfather and Grandson) 

was one of an idyllic agrarian community where a hierarchical social order would be justified by 

tradition and tempered by mutual responsibilities between the group, the family, and the 

individual, and where happiness was the performance of the role assigned to the individual by 

God, nature, and tradition.9 

His sermons and writings focused on the concepts of progress, education, freedom, 

self-consciousness, and human dignity. For Khrimian these terms were interchangeable; they all 

led to the “salvation” of his people. He saw himself as patriarch and prophet. His uttering did not 

have to be rational, coherent, nor comprehensive; their meaning and unity were rooted in simple 

moral principles.10 

Khrimian could describe with unending patience and in great detail the feelings, thoughts, 

and above all sufferings of his flock of peasants while simultaneously indulging in descriptions of 

their ultimate happiness in an ideal society. The people appreciated his understanding, but mostly 

his care and love; his biblical language and parables not only articulated their troubles but also 

gave them the ultimate legitimacy, that of the Bible. His love of his people and his love for Christ, 

as well as his patriotism and desire for progress, existed in a world that for him was in itself 

coherent. 

That coherence was shattered when good and evil ceased to be abstract concepts and took 

life in individuals and institutions. Khrimian was unable to explain the birth of evil.11 Political 

realities ultimately created a conflict between patriotism and Christianity. Patriotism dictated 

armed opposition when diplomacy failed, but his religion proscribed the use of violence. His “two 

loves,” as he dubbed patriotism and Christianity, were not easily reconciled.12 In Khrimian’s 

sermon the conflict was resolved with the individualization of the issue. Each man would decide 

for himself to take up arms and defend his honor, family, and property. It was hardly a call for a 

mass resistance or organized revolution. Just as his identification with his fellow men recognized 

no intermediaries—as patriarch he was never comfortable governing through the Assembly—his 

invitation for self-defense was also a matter of conscience. Organizations would merely impinge 
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upon the mystical relationship he had with the people he represented.13 More than a decade later 

Khrimian referred to the confusion surrounding his sermon by disclaiming responsibility for any 

of the Hnchakian inspired activities. Rather than explain what he meant, Khrimian stated what he 

did not mean by his metaphor: 
 

I know that I am accused often and my name is mentioned repeatedly in connection with that 
sermon... Khrimian is still convinced that no nation can make its voice heard without force. But 
Khrimian did not say that it is possible to have the Armenian people rise up and free itself from 
oppression “with a couple of shishkhane, chakhmakhli or surmeli guns”; he did not say that it will 
be possible to bring the Ottoman Empire to its knees or with a couple of demonstrations have the 
bastard European diplomacy side with the Armenian people.14 

 

At best, Khrimian’s message remained vague, as he did not say what he did mean. 

Other leaders were hardly more explicit.15 men such as Otian were impressed by the 

actions of Balkan peoples and made oblique remarks on the use of force. Founded on questionable 

parallels between the Armenian and Balkan peoples, these messages never matured from 

evocative into political statements. Comparison with the Balkans was a pretext for masked 

criticism of Armenian liberalism. These were hardly prescriptive analysis or political programs. 

After delivering his sermons in churches packed with the faithful across the country, 

Khrimian returned to his native van, away from the centers of power and controversy. 

As part of a general crackdown on potential troublemakers, in 1885 he was asked by the Ottoman 

authorities to leave Van and return to Constantinople. While in the capital, he participated in a 

celebration that included longwinded toasts to the important personalities in the empire. When the 

final toast was made to Khrimian himself, the crowd, watching the event behind the iron fence, 

cheered for Khrimian. Khrimian found enough courage to make a toast to the people, “a word 

inscribed in my heart from the “beginning.” Had it not been for the people, “rulers would have no 

one to rule over and everyone else would have no food to eat.”16 Khrimian was exiled at once to 

Jerusalem. He accepted the decision with much grace, fearful that the government might retaliate 

by taking away the little freedom Armenians still had. 

For Khrimian the Conference of Berlin was a nightmare. During his exile in Jerusalem or 

thereafter Khrimian rarely dwelt on his experience in Berlin or the significance of Article 61. 

Khrimian still believed that the Ottoman system provided the political framework best suited to 
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the Armenian situation17 and that Armenians should seek equality and justice within its structures 

rather than within an independent state.18 

As the years passed, many others, among them his admirers, questioned the wisdom of 

having sent an Armenian delegation to Berlin and the fitness of having selected Khrimian as 

delegation leader. Khrimian doubted neither decision.19 Political or diplomatic intricacies were of 

no consequence for a man who made a crusade out of the cause of the people and who believed in 

the universal language of tears as a means to communicate with Western diplomats before leaving 

for Berlin. 

Khrimian, as well as his students and associates, had been able to find in religious texts the 

legitimation of their discontent. The government had sought in religion the apoliticization of the 

masses; Khrimian discovered in it the articulation of a political crises. As a consequence of its 

religious origin, Western Armenian political thought often slipped into moralism. And while 

moralism clarified the categories of good and evil in political life, it failed to provide the 

intellectual mechanism by which the will to live in dignity could be translated into alternative 

strategies and institutions. Armenians were left thus with the sole satisfaction of 

self-righteousness, and much self-pity. 

That Khrimian’s sermon should have had such mixed significance to his discontented 

contemporaries is an indication of the vacillation in their minds between autonomy and 

independence, force and diplomacy, revolt and self-defense. Khrimian was a much needed symbol 

for the transformation from discontentment into revolution, but the cause of this transformation 

must be sought elsewhere. 

 

The Politics of Culture 

Following the Congress of Berlin, the problems in the eastern provinces haunted urban 

Armenians. Although Patriarch Nerses Varjabetian, Bishop Malachia Ormanian, and other 

optimists were unable to inspire capitalists, industrialists, and merchants to exploit, enrich, and 

otherwise enlighten Western Armenia, their exhortations were partially responsible for the 

founding of a number of educational and cultural societies organized for the purpose of financing 

new schools and providing teachers for their provincial brethren. Societies such as Araratian and 
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Dprotsasirats were in many respects similar to the educational groups of the 1840s and 1860s, 

which were aimed at Armenians in Constantinople.20 

The new societies, which eventually merged to form the influential Miatsial Enkerutiun 

(united society), differed from earlier groups in two ways.21 First, in the 1880s, at a time when the 

government was more sensitive to Armenian politicization, more of a political commitment was 

needed even to talk of Armenia and Armenians. Second, the new societies were aiming their 

efforts specifically toward the provincial masses. These societies constituted practically the only 

urban elements to take to heart the much discussed slogan “Depi Hayastan” or (toward 

Armenia).22 This increased the potential for radicalization of the movement once it reached the 

“backward” provinces. To say the least, the character of the movement differed from what its 

promoters had advocated; Mkrtich Portukalian and Martiros Sareyan, the two most prominent 

teachers who left Constantinople and taught in Van and Mush respectively, epitomized the urban 

intellectual, critical of the corruption and superficiality in the city and the hypocrisy, moral decay, 

and snobbery of its inhabitants. Portukalian and Sareyan idealized the provincial Armenian and the 

village, as had Russian intellectuals in the “to the people” movement.23 Yet their dedication was 

not to the agricultural form of production. Their ideals remained quite urbane, and their message 

was still cultural; at least they believed so. The two wanted to bring “light and progress” to the 

deprived provinces through education, which was seen as the essential basis for development in 

society.  

Although it collected taxes for that purpose, the Ottoman state had failed to provide for a 

system of primary education. That responsibility was assumed by the community in the early 

nineteenth century, and the Armenian National Constitution of 1863 had made primary education 

a right for all Armenian children. But very little had been achieved by 1878. The development of 

such schools in the provinces required assistance from the National Assembly in Constantinople, 

and provincial assemblies had not received such assistance.24 

The new teachers believed that in order to undertake this giant task, they needed to 

motivate the people; and to achieve that, people needed to believe in the future, to have 

self-respect, and to build self-confidence. These could be realized if Armenians were reminded of 

their heritage, their long history of associations with universal values and progressive countries, 

and their own participation in the creation of early cultures. The achievements of the past and 
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pride in them could be thus harnessed to mount a major drive toward literacy and enlightenment, 

necessary tools to fight poverty and backwardness.25 

Raising national consciousness became a precondition for raising the standard of living. 

The proponents of this course of action had come to identify cultural, technological, and literary 

success through the national units of Europe; the most progressive societies, the ones that 

conceived and practiced enlightenment and progress, characterized themselves as national units 

and ascribed their successes to their national genius. Ultimately, within the context of a transposed 

liberalism, the ideals of national equality and justice were seen simply as another dimension of the 

essential goal of social progress. Cultural awakening was necessary to motivate Armenians to raise 

their standard of living and to show them to be worthy of being called a nation. 

Portukalian, Sareyan and others less known were not naive enough to believe their 

approach was devoid of political content or implication. Nor were they altogether innocent of 

visions of political grandeur for their people. But the equation between suffering and 

backwardness as a cultural problem remained the basis of their commitment; after all, they were 

too aware of the limits of their potential and continued to function within the framework of the 

millet structure. Finally, when they started their educational activities in the provinces, they 

became convinced that they were less of a threat to the state than high clergymen such as 

Varjapetian in Constantinople, who had openly negotiated with the enemy and advocated 

autonomy for Western Armenia while still enjoying the confidence of the Ottoman government. 

The liberal belief in the perfectibility of man had also led them to postulate that there could 

be no serious objection to enlightenment even on the part of an unenlightened government. As 

progress and education were the ultimate goal, the conflicting relationships between culture and 

politics did not have to be and were not resolved in the minds of Potukalian and Sareyan.26 

But the Ottoman government and Armenian provincial masses did not have the same 

liberal credo as the nexus of their worldview. Each for its own reasons perceived the goals of 

enlightenment and progress essentially as political. These two elements were closer to defining the 

character of Armeno-Turkish relations than the liberal element, since the ultimate result of the 

changes sought would be a change in the relationship between conqueror and conquered, between 

ruler and subject, i.e., between central government and provincial masses. This relationship led the 
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provincial Armenians first to politicize culture and then to radicalize that politics; and it led the 

Ottoman government to institute organized repression. 

 

The Politicization of Culture 

The ethnic identity of Armenians in the provinces was rooted in historical territoriality. 

The resident of Van did not need to labor at cultural edifices or intellectual definitions in order to 

assert a link between himself and history. Dead heroes and living legends served to integrate the 

physical environment of mountains, valleys, and rivers into the cultural environment that included 

ancient fortresses and medieval monasteries. The debt the peasant owed to the land of Armenia 

was neither culturally inspired nor politically negotiable: it was and had been for his forefathers 

throughout centuries the source of his livelihood.27 

This identity was not, therefore, in and by itself an acceptance or rejection of Ottoman rule; 

the territorial link was neither a threat to nor a confirmation of Ottoman territorial integrity. It was 

the most simple relationship between man and nature and evolved from the basic activity of labor 

consecrated by time. 

The politics of the rural people was simple although not necessarily simplistic. It hinged 

around land, water, harvest, and taxation; as elsewhere, the goal of the peasantry was to create and 

environment where the preservation of traditional norms was possible and desirable for each 

successive generation, and where change was manageable. All else was judged by those standards. 

Distant figures and events in national or international politics were reduced to legend and thus 

made comprehensible. Legends included words uttered by kings and foreign potentates that were 

transposed into local dialects and measured against accepted wisdom. Local wisdom was ready, 

though, to amplify and analyze the significance of events, which had relevance to their own 

affairs. 

Whether there to oppress or to assist, the outsider had to adjust to the world of the peasant 

and, to some extent, become a part of it. Culture there had meaning only if understood in its widest 

sense; therefore, it was neither too far nor too alienated from the sense of politics. 

Thus the religious-ethnic definition of the Armenian imposed by the Ottoman system and 

glorified in the capital had not really pervaded the depth of consciousness of the Armenians in the 

provinces. To be sure, the millet and the mental structures that surrounded it were still the 
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framework within which the formal aspects of life were regulated and through which the 

Armenian adjusted to and explained the daily policies and routine practices of the ruling group. 

But in the provinces, especially in those areas with the least amount of formal cultural 

development, political-economic oppression meant cultural oppression. The corollary was also 

true. Cultural enlightenment was understood as, and objectively required, political change; cultural 

pride was not dissociated from political self-respect. 

The middle class and associated clergy continued to believe that culture, economy, and 

politics were distinct activities in life as alien to each other as their professions often were from 

the course of Ottoman policies and developments. The provincial Armenian, more dependent on 

domestic laws, practices, and conditions, could not afford such delusions. The patriotism of the 

Armenian peasant and town dweller, who often lived near rural life, consisted of simple 

attachment to a land invested with historical and spiritual significance; patriotism was a natural 

part of his identity. That patriotism was also different from its corresponding feeling in the capital. 

There, it was reduced to being active in any of the community institutions such as the church, the 

school, or the glorified group called the National Assembly that presided over these institutions. 

The azgasirutiun (love of nation) in Constantinople was a substitute for the hayrenasirutiun (love 

of fatherland) of the provinces.28 

That sense of patriotism was injured before and after the war. Fires of suspicious origin 

burned down the Armenian sector of markets in a number of cities, including Van in 1876.29 Land 

grabbing was becoming a common occurrence in the Diarbekir and Van provinces.30 But it was 

the war itself that most devastated the economy and fuelled the patriotism of provincial 

Armenians. Ottoman armies passed through Armenian provinces as if the latter were being 

conquered anew: crops were destroyed, civilians were treated cruelly, and extraordinarily harsh 

demands for provisions turned requisitions policy into official, organized looting. Western 

Armenians were filled more with the outrage against the Turkish soldiers than with the celebrated 

sympathies toward the Russian armies. It was as if Armenians, as Christians, were being punished 

for the sins of the Balkan or Slavic Christians. It was to these people that Portukalian, Sareyan, 

and the others went to speak of enlightenment and progress, of national pride and achievement. It 

should have been no surprise that as soon as Western pressure decreased, the Porte, under the 

leadership of the sultan, adopted a policy of systematic repression. 
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Sultan Abdul Hamid II lacked the commitment of some of his predecessors to social and 

political reforms. He perceived his role primarily as the embattled dynast of a once powerful 

empire threatened by foreign encroachments; the millions of subjects of different religious and 

ethnic backgrounds whose welfare depended on his policies were significant only in relation to the 

higher and narrower goal of the survival of the state and preservation of the status quo,31 He was 

open to modernization in those areas which strengthened the army and the power of the state. 

Abdul Hamid II shunned internal reforms through the use of a number of ideological tools: 

the representation of the state as the embodiment of the caliphate and therefore beyond social and 

political accountability; the representation of the empire as victim of Christian imperialism at the 

expense of its character as victimizer of its subjects; the cooptation of Turkish bureaucrats and 

intellectuals critical of his rule within the state apparatus, which resulted in the isolation of the 

non-Turks and the Christians from the similarly, though not equally, oppressed Turkish elements, 

thus ascribing discontent to “Christian” or external causes; and the association of Armenians with 

the troublesome Bulgarian people.32 

The view of Ottoman society, where the non-Turkish and non-muslim subjects acquire 

significance only as a threat to the state and hindrance to the state’s more transcendental 

aspirations, was certainly not unique in Abdul Hamid. Even the sultans who favored reforms 

under the Tanzimat did not project equality of religious and ethnic groups under the law. But other 

sultans at least recognized the inherent legitimacy of some of the complaints of Christian subjects 

and tried to emulate in their toleration and magnanimity the rulers of the golden, more secure days 

of the Ottoman sultanate. There was at least a tacit acceptance of the notion that the state might 

benefit from a more satisfied populace. 

Abdul Hamid II systematically transformed the evils that preyed on powerless subjects in a 

corrupt society into regular tools of repression. Having weathered the near calamity of the 

Russo-Turkish war of 1877-78 with relatively little territorial loss, the sultan made a choice to deal 

with internal discontent by suppressing its symptoms and debilitating whatever power of 

expression remained available to the discontented. 

The Sultan abrogated the Ottoman Constitution after the war started and did not call 

parliament back until forced to do so in 1908.33 He introduced administrative redistricting in the 

provinces to dilute the statistics reflecting the concentration of Armenians in the eastern 



 71 

provinces.34 The government encouraged the nomadic Kurds to prey on Armenian villages, a 

policy of aggression which, even without government support, constituted the deepest source of 

immediate discontent for rural Armenians; normal life was constantly disrupted by largely 

unpunished brigandage, looting, kidnappings, rape, and murders.35 Armenian life in the provinces 

was further disrupted by the government’s policy of resettlement in the Armenia plateau of 

Muslim refugees. Circassians and other Turkic groups emigrating from Russian occupied or newly 

severed districts of the empire were moved into the eastern provinces largely at the expense of the 

Armenian peasants. Grabbing the land of the Armenian became as common as the kidnapping of 

women and children.36 There were even incidents of peasants turned into serfs or slaves on their 

own former lands.37 

Inefficiency and corruption within the bureaucracy, once an evil to be halted, were now 

encouraged to further inequality and to deprive Armenians and Christians of the minimum 

protection of the law once afforded by government courts. Increased taxation, now collected in 

scarce cash in distant villages, forced many peasants into debt peonage, loss of property, and 

emigration.38 The state did not need new laws: to create a state of terror and to sap the will to 

struggle it just sought the unequal application of just laws and zealous application of unjust ones. 

Almost too conscious of the extent of the disruptions of their own policies, the Porte and 

its officials saw revolution and rebellion in every Armenian action in the provinces. There was no 

private or individual act that did not acquire an exaggerated political significance imposed upon it. 

Any incident of self-defense by an Armenian was regarded as an act of rebellion; every Armenian 

became suspect.39 New laws and administrative regulations were needed to combat cultural 

nationalism and those promoting it. The Porte forbade the use words it considered subversive, 

such as “Hayastan” (Armenia) in print 40 or the printing, sale or ownership of pictures of King 

Leon V—very popular since he was the last of the Cilician, indeed Armenian, kings—to be 

reproduced, circulated, or owned.41 By 1886 a number of schools were closed in the provinces by 

the government; many teachers such as Portukalian and Sareyan and prelates such as Khrimian 

were exiled from their provincial centers of activity.42 Finally, the patriarchate was informed by 

the Porte that the Ottoman government would no longer accept from the patriarch or National 

Assembly any takrirs (petitions) that related to non-religious matters.43 
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Ultimately, the efforts of the government backfired. Trying to prevent the politicization of 

culture by its complete suppression and to check radical discontent by politicizing of historical 

names and figures created heroes and martyrs out of ordinary people. Words uttered at great risk 

suddenly acquired magical power. For the new heroes, the act of being imprisoned, exiled, or 

punished by a hated government became more important and ingratiating than the original 

infraction of the law. 

Eventually these incidents acquired a historical significance, but in the 1880s they were 

still individual cases, which no one could synthesize or interpret as the beginning of a revolution. 

At that time all that was clear was that the situation in the Armenian provinces was rapidly 

deteriorating and that the community was threatened on many fronts. In a long and bitter piece of 

correspondence Bishop Garegin Srvantstiants, who had once purportedly dissuaded his 

compatriots from converting to Russian orthodoxy to secure protection, noted: 
 

Although it is the compatriots in Akn who do not let me leave, the state of national affairs 
Constantinople and confused situation on the roads also are considerations in my decision to stay 
here a while longer. Let conferences, plenipotentiaries 66ers (sic, reference to those supporting 
Article 16 in the Treaty of San Stefano and 6lers [those supporting the article on Armenian reforms 
as found in the subsequent Treaty of Berlin] give and take, let writers and editors beat their drums 
without coming to their senses, without recognizing the ones who are actually pulling the strings 
and watching them fight, and without realizing who is in fact benefiting from the noise we are 
making. We see the paths of the foreigners and follow them, although our purpose is to reach our 
fatherland. The path of the foreigner leads to the city of the foreigner; yet we get there, we get tied 
down there, and then we tell our nation that that is the path to the fatherland. Even more amazing 
are those who knew the foreigner well and used to point out its snares to the nation warning us to 
run away; those same are sitting today in the meeting halls [of the foreigner] as agents from within 
and from without. There is no need to write their names; the ones who were close to you, you know 
well, the ones at a distance you called them glory-seekers. How many have we seen of the devoted 
who turned devotees of profit and glory; self-denying and patriotic ones who in the name of the 
Armenian question sought personal benefit and glory; those who secured their cuts from the funds 
collected for the starving only to declare themselves benefactors; those who funded schools for the 
benefit of their relatives and, having robbed the nation through fund raising, closed down the 
schools leaving to the nation only the blame for their own acts and the deficit of their spending. 
They planted a Catholicos in Sis and now are the throat of the nation; they assign the glory of Zion 
to the Patriarch but the debt to the nation; the prelates they have assigned to the largest sees, the 
nuncios and directives they have forwarded have resulted in parishes and districts that are 
unattended and in people subject to oppression; a number Armenians are rotting in prison, others 
are trampled upon by bandits; these [Armenians] are denied protection since speaking on their 
behalf and supplication are being left unanswered by the barekhnam [the one who takes good care; 
adjective used for the Sultan). Fallen materially and exhausted spiritually, times such as this I do 
not believe Armenians have had to endure. The wheel of 61 turns in many directions and some of 
the children are running behind it, falling in ditch after ditch. The wheel is turning North ( usual 
form of reference to the Russian Empire]. Finally the Catholicos, too, has decided to act [but] the 
commotion on that subject is meaningless. The murderous and roaming tribes from Russia are 
filling the Armenian provinces on his side; Armenians, cut off from the land and from the hope for 
land, are forced out ... 44 
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The letter was written in November 1883 to editor novelist Mateos Mamurian in Izmir. Beyond 

hopelessness the letter points to a relationship between corruption in community institutions and 

inadequacy at the diplomatic level; most importantly, it constitutes a summary of the criticism 

directed towards the liberal program of the Armenian middle class from the perspective of 

provincial Armenians and a few urban radicals. 

 

The Critique of the Liberal Program 

There had been a time when Srvantstiants had hope for the future. In 1861 he had declared 

patriotism “the real root of all good” and defined “good” as the welfare of the community. Then he 

believed that common good could be achieved by people caring for each other: the rich helping the 

poor, the healthy caring for the sick, the older assisting the younger, and the fortunate looking 

after the unfortunate. At the time he merely pointed out what he thought were misconceptions that 

should be corrected: 
 

I feel sorrier for those who, although educated, hold the foolish opinion that one’s fatherland is 
where he was born ... They say, “Here is our fatherland, where we acquired wealth, where we have 
properties and inheritances. I must work for this place, I must labor for the education of my 
children and for the progress of the city. We owe it to ourselves that our children grow up happy. 
Thank God we have our churches and masses, beautiful scenery, spots of entertainment, and the 
means to have a good time. And we feel secure. This is our fatherland, the comfort that we seek.”45 

 

It gradually became clear that conflicting interests rather than harmony dominated the 

Armenian community. By the 1860s, for example, the contrast between urban and rural life had 

become a major theme in Armenian journalism. At the height of the debate over the ratification of 

the National Constitution, Khrimian’s monthly journal in Van published an imaginary dialogue 

between a city dweller and a peasant. While the article highlighted the importance each group had 

for the economy and the general welfare of society, the purpose of the dialogue was to present the 

case for a larger share of seats in the National Assembly for provincial Armenians. To the scorn 

and haughtiness shown by the urban dweller, the peasant charged, “Your laws are like traps in 

which the poor and the weak peasants are caught. You suck our blood like spiders through bribery, 

restrictive measures, prohibitions, and other forms of injustice.”46 In this portrayal, the city was 

the home of money seeking hypocrites who professed but did not live by the liberal creed; of 
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power hungry clerics; of journalists who were more impressed and moved by the parliamentary 

rhetoric of Gladstone than the utter poverty and wretchedness of most Armenians surrounding 

them; of middle class parvenus who spoke loudly of philanthropy but spent most of their money 

on dresses and who believed to have saved the nation by having organized more dances.47 Mateos 

Mamurian, the Izmir-based journalist and author who was once chairman of the National 

Assembly’s executive committee, concluded that nothing could be expected from Constantinople, 

since leaders there were too busy fighting each other and informing on each other to the 

government.48 Even then Khrimian had conceded that “Constantinople must be the focus of the 

Armenian political power since it is the seat of the sultan,” although he invited Armenians there to 

make Western Armenia the focus of their attention.49 

In 1862 Srvantstiants could only be more than cynical about the leadership of the millet 

writing on the practice of torture, he asked: 
 

Does the government have the right to torture? Of course not. But who is objecting, who is 
knocking at the government’s door? Where are the intermediaries, where are the modern leaders, 
the leaders of the nation? Thank God we have them, but they are being cautious.50 

 

By 1881 the challenge to the right of Constantinople to lead Armenians had reached 

serious proportions. Arsen Tokhmakhian, a student who toured the provinces and published his 

thoughts, reasoned:  
 

The Western intelligentsia is in Constantinople. They are fine people, writers and rhetoricians. But 
they are living in an imaginary world. They are solely concerned with the Patriarchate and the 
National Assembly. They declare each other great and they dub each other geniuses. But what have 
they done to deserve those adjectives?51 

 

The criticism of Constantinople and its culture also led to a further distinction between 

“hayrenasirutiun” (love of fatherland) and “azgasirutiun” (love of nation). 

While the first advanced the people as the dominant and dynamic force, the latter focused on the 

concept of nation as an abstract and timeless entity. Quite early in his career Srvantstiants and 

others had pointed out that culture, however enlightened, cannot supplant the collective of 

individuals in defining Armenian concerns and identity; thus “true patriotism” required a change 

in focus: 
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Our fatherland is where our history, our heroes, and our saints are. It is the people there that make 
our fatherland real with their sufferings. It is they who need and are worthy of assistance. Had it not 
been for the Hayastantsi [the provincials living in Armenia], Armenia would have turned by now to 
a thing of the imagination.52 

 

The conditions in the provinces foisted upon the people a program of social-economic change 

as a political necessity rather than cultural luxury. A “people,” when inspired by patriotism, 

accepts as premise the presence of conflicting interests within the nation, and seeks to understand 

its ramifications. History had one significance for the liberal “azgaser”s and another for their 

critics, the “Patriots.” The urban middle class needed history to legitimize the right for a distinct 

culture. In the provinces history was assigned the task of motivating the masses to transcend their 

socioeconomic condition. History had to explain not only backwardness but also the obstacles to 

progress. It was Khrimian again who looked for the legitimation of change in the past, which for 

him began with the Bible. The Bible allowed him to be critical of all existing political authority. 

Through his student, Srvantstiants, he asserted: “God did not create the enlightened soul so that it 

is kept in the dark, and he did not condemn any nation to slavery. Let us become like Adam [in the 

Bible].”53 Another of Khrimian’s students proclaimed; “Only national history gives life to dead 

souls.”54 The student presented a long list of Armenian heroes from Hayk to Tigran, and expected 

this knowledge to have a liberating effect on all Armenians. 

Khrimian himself used history effectively to recreate the dilemma of the nabion. In an 

imaginary conversation between a “Glory-seeker” and a “patriot,” Khrimian presented the 

quintessential Armenian political issue while discussing the fifth century Armenian revolt against 

the Persian Empire:  
 

Glory-seeker: 

Was it not the patriotic Vardan who got into something above his head and caused the death of 
thousands of young men? 

Patriot: 

For the welfare of my people I am willing to sacrifice everything. If Armenia had not been covered 
with the blood of young men, the Armenian people would not have blossomed now.55 

 

By elevating the welfare of the people above all other considerations, Khrimian characterized the 

shift in Armenian political thought from an abstract nationalism to concrete populism, although he 
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was not to be the one to articulate the populist program. Khrimian and the provincial intelligentsia 

of the 1860s and 70s were unable to shed their original belief in goodwill and benevolence 

inspired by an unadulterated Christianity. Others were more willing to project the existing 

conflicts and divisiveness into the past and learn new lessons. Arsen Tokhmakhian argued that a 

cohesive, undifferentiated, and idealized history which failed to link the desperate present with the 

distant, glorified past, a history that could not account for continuity as well as decline, was an 

obstacle to a clear vision of the future: 
 

Ancient Armenians have never lived, never ruled as one nation, as children of one fatherland. They 
were divided into many tribes which eroded each others’ strength in incessant struggles ... The 
turning point at which one can speak of an all-national idea came when the nakharar [feudal lord in 
ancient and medieval Armenia] and dynastic houses were eradicated from within, leaving behind 
the sorry consequences that are still with us ...56  

 

Tokhmakhian too wanted to glorify Armenians but had a different group in mind: 
 

What has kept our nation going is the working class, not religion. It is the nation that has kept 
religion, and suffered because of it. While the Church was unable to keep the old colonies 
[communities established mainly in Eastern Europe after the fall of dynasties], the peasant was able 
to preserve the nation  

… 

I beg you to turn your attention to and study all aspects of the life of the peasants who constitute the 
root of nationhood; [I beg you] to know him and the world in which he lives, which is called 
fatherland.57 

 

Mateos Mamourian rejected the notion that history had, by some biological law, reduced 

Armenians Lo a mere cultural entity. He argued that “a people resembles those rivers which, while 

in the plain, occasionally run a quiet course, even disappear, running unseen in underground 

passages; then they suddenly burst out from the mountains and bring down with them stone and 

rock.”58 In 1879 Mamourian urged Armenians “to leave glory, throne, and literature; let us 

examine our present situation, let us see what we are worth today and what we can do.”59 

Examination of the present forced the critics to reexamine the Armenian Church, which not 

only took credit for past glories and national survival but also claimed the authority to administer 

and bring enlightenment to Armenians. 
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The Armenian Apostolic Church had come under intense pressure with the rise of Catholic 

and Protestant missionaries who capitalized on its many weaknesses, Although the Church tried a 

number of measures to stem the tide of conversions, the mother Church realized that reform from 

within was necessary if it wanted to retain its credibility. Khrimian and Srvantstiants were among 

the first to criticize the ignorance, backwardness, and stagnation of the Apostolic Armenian clergy. 

Khrimian asserted that his own efforts to bring enlightenment were hampered by clergy who could 

not even deliver a moving sermon. He also noted a tendency among the clergy to conduct their 

affairs without any consultation with superiors and often for their own personal profit.60 Yet, both 

reformers considered education and enlightenment as the clergy’s ongoing task. Srvantstiants 

considered that the enlighteners of the day had not as yet found their Trdat or patron king, a role, 

which should have been assumed by the merchants and the middle class in general. Khrimian 

could not see what the new Trdat could do without swords.61 

Although Khrimian did believe in democratization of the millet, the provincial clergy was 

not necessarily populist in its approach to organization. In 1872, Srvantsiants wrote to Khrimian 

that he had just ended a meeting with the community in van and Mush to explain the benefits and 

intricacies of the National Constitution. He found his audience, particularly the peasants, to be 

“irritated . . . extremely excited . . . and behaving like communards.”62 

Others were not so sure the Church should continue to play any role in the community. 

Writing in the journal edited by Khrimian, Hakob Melik-Hakobian, the soon-to-be famous 

novelist Raffi, agreed that after the fall of the Armenian kingdoms the Church had failed in its 

mission because of the negligence, vanity, laziness, and subservience of clergymen.63 Mamurian 

accused them of having transformed Armenians into “living martyrs.”64 

The radical urban intelligentsia distanced itself from the liberal program in concrete ways 

quite early. In 1861, long before the Porte had instituted censorship on Armenian publications, a 

committee of the National Assembly formulated a press code and forced, in the name of the state, 

Armenian editors to submit to it. Harutiun Svajian, the editor of Meghu, refused to sign a consent 

form. His license for the publication was consequently suspended. The censorship committee 

included well known constitutionalists such as Grigor Otian, Servichen, Grigor Aghaton, and 

Nerses Varjapetian.65 
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There were also clearly two differing views with regard to a new rebellion in Zeytun, in 

1878. The radicals continued to sympathize with the Armenian rebels, who had joined forces with 

the Kozan oglu Turks to resist the government’s efforts toward centralization. As patriarch, 

Varjapetian became instrumental in convincing the Zeytunites to separate their forces from the 

Turkish rebels. Both Turkish and Armenian fighters were eventually defeated.66 

Mamurian had been critical of attempts to link accommodation with the state with the 

search for assistance from abroad. Even before the experience of Berlin, he wrote: “To hope that a 

foreign nation will work the miracle performed by Jesus is ... delusion ... The first liberator of a 

meek and enslaved people is the people itself, its toil, internal strength, education, unity, and 

unwavering will.”67 

However, the radical intelligentsia, whether urban or provincial, failed to propose a 

program of its own. Critics of the liberal program either made haphazard suggestions for an 

alternative strategy or turned bitter and criticized the Armenians. In 1879 Mamurian began 

publishing his first novel, Sev leran marde (The Man from the Black Mountain). The novel, whose 

serialized publication was stopped by the Ottoman censors, ostensibly depicted the hopes and 

disappointments of Eastern Armenians during and following the 1827-1828 Russo-Persian War, 

which ended with the incorporation of Eastern Armenia in the Russian Empire. The unpublished 

part, which was burned by the author’s son for fear of persecution, related to the rise of a guerrilla 

leader on the Turkish-Persian border and his struggle for the freedom of his people. The volume as 

a whole would have suggested a combination of guerrilla tactics and diplomatic pressure as a new 

strategy.68 An associate of Srvantstiants touring the provinces wondered if it was possible to join 

forces with the Kurds to achieve the same goal.69 These calls for arms were made in private letters 

and did not amount to a strategy, much like the earlier, lonely, and unheeded call of Gabriel 

Noratunkian to “form a committee of foreign relations to secure the independence of Armenia.”70 

More common was the attitude of Eghishe Ayvazian, a clergyman associated with 

Khrimian and Srvantsiants, who turned his pen against the Armenian people for having accepted 

its fate: 
 

When the Armenian settled in Constantinople sees that the cemetery of his dead is endangered, he 
is moved immediately .... and all Armenians unit as one and make every effort to defend their 
rights. Why is that same Armenian not moved the same way when it is the cemeteries of the living 
that are endangered ... in the fatherland itself?  
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And is not Armenia now a cemetery of the living?  

 

But the nation of Armenians ... is used to slavery ... Its thoughtless fear has reached such 
proportions that it is unwilling to express any sign of discomfort over its wretched state ... Once it 
placed all its expectations on the Constitution ... now all of its expectations are centered on the 
schools ... But do we lack freedom because we did not have schools until now? And is it in the 
schools that the Armenian will learn to break the sword of the bloodthirsty Kurd? ... Perhaps the 
Armenian is a civilized, constructive, dynamic, enlightened, and constitution-loving nation. But can 
he assert without shame that the life of the nation is secure? ... Did not Armenians, the pariahs of 
the Ottoman Empire, enjoy the fruits of their loyalty (to the state]? Its churches were desecrated, its 
virgins violated; old and young, man and woman all fell equally to the blows of the sword ... 
Homes are left without furniture and money, storages were emptied of their contents, barns of 
theirs. What remains is a monumental famine to complete the aforementioned disasters. Let 
Armenians continue their indifference toward the suffering of their blood brethren and await for the 
British or Northerner [Russian) to come to them. How can one expect pity from others when he 
does not pity himself?71 

 

The story of Karapet Shahnazarian, a provincial priest who moved to Constantinople, 

illustrates the inability of the radical group to find a coherent program once the critique was made. 

When Shahnazarian reached the capital, he was acclaimed for his scholarship; his ability to argue 

fine points of theology was admired even by the conservative circle led by Chamurian-Teroyents, 

who considered the young priest a liberal. In his first political writings as a journalist, 

Shahnazarian argued that since the Armenian people were lacking in culture and civilization, the 

Church should become the spearhead for a national effort toward progress and enlightenment. The 

role he assigned the Church was coherent with his general view of society. Shahnazarian was 

critical of revolutionary upheavals in Europe, which he contrasted to the peace that reigned in the 

Ottoman Empire, a peace that would insure progress. “Our flag will be to preach obedience to the 

just laws and faithful subjection to the justice-loving kings and princes, just as St. Paul did to the 

Christians in his time,” he sermonized in 1863.72 By 1864, he was publishing articles that 

described conditions in the provinces and criticized leaders of the Armenian community in the 

capital. “It is unthinkable,” he argued, “that the present [Armenian] constitution would work and 

benefit the people in a state which has no constitution of its own and which rests on absolute 

power.”73 He also started understanding the reasons why “oppressed nations want to get rid of 

despots to secure their existence.”74 Shahnazarian lived the rest of his life in Europe. 

Many agreed with Ayvazian that “Tomorrow perhaps we shall disappear for good...” Only a 

few agreed “to protect the nation by whatever means necessary: by moral suasion, by bloodletting 
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or by revolution. But the fatherland must be saved.”75 And even fewer knew a path that would 

bring Armenians closer to that goal. 

Throughout the Tanzimat and constitutional eras the political imagination of the religious 

and lay leaders of the Armenian community did not transcend the limits inherent in the millet 

system. The Armenian people, as a general rule, shared with that leadership the assumptions upon 

which the millet-state relationship had been erected. But the support of the lower classes and 

provincial middle class could no longer be taken for granted by the beginning of the 1880s. That 

support began to erode with the failure of the reformers to deliver their promises. The crisis of the 

millet was the crisis of the Ottoman state at its weakest link. The failure of reforms signaled the 

failure of urban liberal middle class and intelligentsia.  
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Section III: Alternative Paths 



 82 

 

The development of Armenian political thought entered a new phase when the lower 

classes assumed a larger role in the definition and pursuit of collective goals beginning in the 

1880s.. Prior to the foundation of groups that took these tasks upon themselves, peasants and 

artisans appeared in history mainly as plaintiffs; they relied on higher authorities to present their 

grievances and to decide upon the best means to accomplish reform. Now they made a bid, timid 

at first, to participate in history. 

The new phase evolved with the gradual liberation from the millet mentality and ended 

with the rise of the fedayees (guerrilla fighters) in Western Armenia and of a socialist radical 

intelligentsia in Eastern Armenia. The formation of political parties, beginning in 1887 with the 

Hnchakian Revolutionary Party, was the logical conclusion of the search for alternative 

frameworks of thought and action. The liberal program had run its course, diluted by the interests 

of European imperialism and liberalism, while the middle class was running out of alternatives to 

preserve a precarious political balance. Those with the least to lose discovered new tactical and 

strategic opportunities when forced to think outside the complacency bred by the status quo, 

This phase was also marked by a quickening of the pace in the evolution of Armenian 

political thought. Only fifteen years were to elapse between the first, almost childish attempt at 

negating the basis of the millet society—the declaration by a group in Van in 1872 that they were 

willing to join the Russian Orthodox Church to escape persecution—and the publication of the 

“Marxist” program of the Hnchakians, where religion as the basis of political institutions and as 

the vehicle for the pursuit of happiness was rejected a priori. And even though the strategic factors 

determining the course of Armenian liberation did not ultimately change, Armenian political 

thought did evolve along a more autonomous path and began to play a significant part in 

determining the course of action. The theoretical articulation of political concerns, the attempt to 

place the Armenian experience in a historical and worldwide perspective and the generalization of 

the particular experience were the means by which Armenians in this period started perceiving 

themselves as participants in history capable of affecting their own destiny. 

Even before the era of the revolutionary organizations when ideologies were articulated in 

ostensibly coherent and scientific party programs, a dynamic relationship evolved between 
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political thought and political action. This changed radically what they and future generations 

came to see as Armenian politics. 

The democratization of politics in Western Armenia meant its radicalization as well. The 

gradual liberation from the millet mentality and the frustration of the modest efforts on the part of 

the middle class opened the door for the involvement of the Eastern Armenian revolutionary 

socialists in Western Armenian activities. The Easterners adopted the Western Armenian cause as 

theirs. Eventually that relationship also gave rise to one of the more enduring paradoxes in recent 

Armenian history: the development of a program of nation-building by the socialist oriented 

intelligentsia rather than by the bourgeois middle class. This paradox, which also exists in many 

contemporary liberation movements, tends to confuse modern scholars in their understanding of 

Armenian aspirations. It is the paradox of groups whose history has been defined by foreign 

domination as well as oppression from within. 
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Chapter 6 

The Democratization of Politics 
 

Voluntary Associations 

Voluntary associations of individuals with common concerns began to appear among 

Western Armenians in the middle of the nineteenth century. The early associations, largely in 

Constantinople, were organized to help the poor or teach the illiterate. In the 1860s, societies such 

as the “Antznver” (devoted) and “Baregortsakan” (benevolent) in the capital sought to teach the 

pantukhts (migrant workers) reading skills, and the Cilician Armenians agriculture.1 Probably the 

earliest manifestation of the ideology of exporting enlightenment, the “Baregortsutiun Arevelian” 

(Eastern benevolence) sought to educate Kurds in the eastern provinces. A few, such as the 

“Hamazgyats” (all-national), founded in 1848, and “Polsi Baregortsakan” (benevolent union of 

Constantinople) remained largely cultural while harboring vague political interests.2 

Although not directly associated with the Church or patriarchate, the leaders of these 

groups were members of the middle and upper classes, often from the ranks of the liberal 

intelligentsia. Even if merely teachers and editors, they were still known to the community and 

state. Their activities were trusted, therefore, within the spirit of imperial benevolence and pre-

modern authoritarianism, until proven otherwise. The societies performed the function of allowing 

the newly rising middle class to participate in the liberal spirit of the political process. They did 

not seek to become mass organizations.3 

The most daring of these extra communal forms of association were the freemason lodges 

established in Constantinople and Smyrna, the most important being the “Ser” (love) Lodge in the 

capital. The birth of these lodges represented an instance of conscious adoption of the concepts of 

Western liberalism. Here a secularized and democratized urban intelligentsia sought to overcome 

the dissensions and intolerance between denominational groups through the sheer strength of 

rationalism and the profession of progress as a common goal. These disciples of freethinking 

strove to introduce a new quality into Armenian intellectual and social life by creating a forum 

where important issues of the period could be debated in an essentially traditional and 

conservative environment. The lodges provided, for a time, a meeting ground with Turkish liberal 

intellectuals as well. Eventually, the difference seemed too difficult to overcome since the 
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implications of liberalism differed for Armenians and Turks. It is possible that the “Ser” Lodge, or 

a number of its prominent members, acted as a conduit between the rebels of Zeytun in 1862 and 

the outside world. These lodges soon lost their vitality, though, and after initial enthusiasm waned 

they turned into social clubs.4 

In the 1870s new forms of associations appeared in the provinces. Here political concerns 

had little or no disguise. These groups were at first informal and sought to install a pride in and 

knowledge of the Armenian past—a form of natural patriotism—often through reading and 

discussion groups. A decade later such goups were replaced by formal associations that sought the 

“salvation” of Armenia. 

Little is known about these early associations. A document from 1875 incidentally 

mentions the existence of a lsaran, (a place of listening) associated with the Armenian prelacy of 

Erzerum. According to the document, weekly lectures were attended by over 150 people. 

Organized by a society whose name is omitted, the lectures were disapproved of by the prelate.5 It 

is known that in Erzerum at the time there were two societies named after the military and spiritual 

leaders of a fifth-century Armenian resistance against Persian cultural, religious, and political 

imperialism, “Vardanank” and “Ghevondiank.” Similar groups existed also in Van. There, they 

gathered regularly to read patriotic literature. Both poetry and historical writings were enacted in 

theatrical renditions as speeches by students who had only recently been exposed to them.6 

The dearth of documents regarding these groups is explained by their informal nature. 

Equally important is the fact that the founders and members were younger students and craftsmen, 

who did not consider written documents their main form of communication or even an essential 

one. It is the totality of these small encounters that, once placed in perspective, represents a 

qualitative change in Armenian life. 

 

Outside the Millet: Miutiun i Prkutiun and Pashtpan Hayreniats 

A few documents have survived about a group that was formalized under the name of 

“Miutiun i Prkutiun” (union for salvation) in 1872 in Van. It was an ephemeral association of 

clergymen, merchants, and craftsmen who petitioned the Russians for protection against 

governmental outrages. These Armenians threatened the state and the Armenian establishment that 

they would adopt Russian orthodoxy since the Armenian Church was unable to defend their 
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interests. The Miutiun i Prkutiun was not a formal organization. It seems to have had no structure, 

nor did it function for any length of time.7 

The members of this society were willing to use religion as a tool for the promotion of a 

higher ideal: that of a free and dignified life. The main document authored by this group expresses 

the fear that community life will disintegrate with no hope for a better future. The authors listed 

continued and systematic violations of life, honor, property, and basic rights as proof of their fears. 

Their unwillingness to continue to endure such an existence was coupled with a revulsion against 

their acceptance of a disgraceful fate for so long: “We must either die and not see this horrible 

situation, or revive in the heart of the fatherland. What are we waiting for? We have no life but are 

afraid to die; our properties and earnings do not belong to us.”8 Two nearby villages echoed with 

similar letters of support: 
 

We are ready to spill our blood and give our life with you in the path of any hope [for a futuel ; if it 
is necessary to become Russians [convert to the Russian Orthodox faith], let it be so; if it is 
necessary to migrate, let us do so; if we must die let us die; but let us find salvation. This is our plea 
to you and to God. And we pledge not to part from each other except by death.9  

 

Despite their disenchantment with the Church, the forty-seven authors were still bound to 

Armenian Christianity by tradition and social obligation. Their list of grievances against the state 

began with a call for an end to the desecration of Armenian churches and the violation of rights of 

clergymen. It concluded with a pledge for the “salvation” of Armenia in the spirit of the 

fifth-century martyrs of Armenian Christianity.10 The term “salvation” itself, which would remain 

part of the subsequent revolutionary terminology, was obviously of Christian inspiration. Yet the 

authors were willing to break away from tradition. The document promoted Russian Orthodoxy 

over the established Armenian Church. The invitation to join in the oath was issued to “sensible” 

Armenians only, a qualification which would certainly have excluded many professing the same 

religion. Above all, these documents imply a definition for salvation that is different from the one 

associated with the second coming of Christ. It was a salvation, which, if attained, might mean the 

negation of the Armenian Church. 

The documents were vague in the strategy they proposed; yet they were comprehensive in 

their vagueness. The primary purpose of the group was the manifestation of discontent and anger, 

while the multiplicity of avenues under consideration showed their willingness to seek 
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alternatives. The continued, if diminished, presence of the millet mentality was necessary for the 

justification of one’s transgressions against oneself as well as against others. It provided a natural, 

immediate legitimacy for a temperament which, if put into action, was politically illegitimate, 

psychologically disturbing, and socially unknown to an essentially conservative group resentful of 

being forced in unholy directions. Ultimate legitimacy was sought by the authors in a New 

Testament statement which was placed at the top of the document: “And whosoever doth not bear 

his cross and come after me cannot be my disciple” (Luke, 14:27) and “But he that denieth me 

before men shall be denied before the angels of God” (Luke, 12:29).11 In order to remain 

Christians with a clear conscience, they were ready to deny the Armenian component of the 

Church or its basic non-violent creed. Subsequent groups did not torture their consciences or 

theology to justify patriotism. 

Erzerum and Van constituted the two most important urban centers in the provinces. In 

these cities, national consciousness was not only strong but also secure. The Ottoman policy of 

repression there produced a more organized resistance than anticipated by the authorities, and 

brought about the institutionalization of discontent, first in small groups and increasingly on a 

massive scale. 

The first Armenian organization with mass membership was Pashtpan Hayreniats 

(Defense of the Fatherland), founded in Erzerum in 1881. The group was formed by a coalition of 

two patriotic societies, the Vardanank and Ghevondiank.12 The Pashtpan Hayreniats did not have a 

long life. It was discovered by police in 1882; its leaders were jailed, and the group was 

disbanded. The fear of confiscation of incriminating evidence also led free members to burn all 

written evidence regarding the organization. Circumstantial evidence indicates, nonetheless, that 

before it disbanded up to 5000 Armenians may have joined this society, whose aim was to 

organize Armenian self-defense. The membership included small shop owners, skilled and 

unskilled craftsmen, peasants, and secondary school students.13 Its most noted member, and 

probably its founder, was Khachatur Kerektsian, an otherwise unknown young tailor with a sixth 

grade education.14 

The organization was divided into groups of ten. Each member knew no other member 

than those in his group. New members were given political education and military training. 

Political education seems to have been limited to speeches on the status of Armenians and 
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readings of patriotic literature; military training involved athletic drills and, occasionally, target 

practice. Nonetheless, the group had a conscious birth and a systematic growth.15 

At the same time in Van, a group of young people with similar backgrounds organized a 

society known as the Sev Khach (black cross).16 The society is best remembered for a parade in 

1882 celebrating the nineteenth anniversary of the ratification of the National Constitution, which 

in the provinces continued to symbolize reforms.17 The event appears in memoirs as a poor man’s 

limitation of medieval Armenian processions. Clergy, members of various guilds, students, and 

members of the society dressed as soldiers and shouldering wooden arms participated in the 

celebration following a requiem for founders of the Armenian Constitution. The parade marched 

through the streets toward the Monastery of Varag, where festivities were held. The celebration 

ended with “long live” chants in front of the residences of Khrimian Hayrik and the acting Russian 

vice-consul in Van, Konstantin Kamsarakan, an officer of Armenian origin supportive of 

Armenian patriotic groups.18 

None of these groups had the articulated ideology or official organ, which the public came 

to expect from subsequent organizations. Their goals consisted of self-defense and the “liberation” 

or “salvation” of Armenia.19 During this initial phase, when even uttering such words was a 

novelty, people were not concerned with definitions; everyone thought everyone knew what these 

terms meant. Rather than a clear vision of the future, these constituted a rejection of the present; 

and even when some tactical steps were implied or expressed, in none of these cases can a strategy 

be discerned. 

Both organizations vacillated with regard to publicity, unable to decide between the need 

for secrecy, on the one hand, and the desire to spread their beliefs and exteriorize their new 

identity, on the other hand. The Pashtpan Hayreniats remained secret for over a year; even its 

discovery by the Turkish police did not reveal the extent of the membership. The Sev Khach 

society considered any revelation of information about the group by any member a crime 

punishable by death. Yet, despite warnings to the contrary by community leaders such as 

Khrimian and Ormanian, Pashtpan Hayreniats printed membership cards.20 Sev Khach organized 

the parade in the streets of Van. The display of one’s adherence to the new societies became a 

necessary part of the function of the new societies. The membership card or the participation in a 
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parade became the avenues by which the young rejected the identity imposed by the state and the 

millet. 

These organizations introduced a qualifier next to the word “Armenian.” The “true 

patriotism” of earlier decades now found its echo in the members of these groups, who were the 

“sensible,” “genuine,” “honorable” Armenians, different from just any Armenian. The qualifier, 

together with the secrecy, gave membership in these groups an aura of mystery. That aura also 

needed to be expressed, however, to give self-definition a socially objective function. 

In addition, “discipline,” “organization,” and “unity” were key concepts and goals of these early 

groups. This should seem paradoxical since the millet system provided both organization and 

unity@ These calls were assertions, of course, that alternative forms of identification and 

solidarity were needed. The appeals of unity were an invitation to unite behind an idea other than 

the millet. In effect, the consequence of the proposed unity would be to disunify the community, 

since not everyone opposed the millet or its goals.21 

A more immediate reason for the insistence on secrecy and discipline was the real danger 

of treason, infiltration, and spying. The acceptance of political assassination is rooted in these 

groups’ principle of inflicting the death penalty on those who denounced the secret societies to the 

authorities or spied on the groups. Long before the narodnik (populist) inspired Eastern Armenian 

intellectuals exerted any influence in Western Armenia, Armenian organizations had accepted the 

principle of political assassination. The Sev Khach seems to have acquired its name from the 

practice of marking with a black cross the name of any such traitor, thus condemning him.22 

The Erzerum society was formed at a time when the Ottoman government was so paranoid 

about an imminent Armenian revolution that it sent its own agent provocateur as a tax collector 

who, acting as an Armenian interested in founding a revolutionary group, was to expose the 

dangerous groups or individuals to the authorities.23 

The motivations of such Armenians—monetary gain, fear of reprisal, association with the 

powerful, or simply the hope of being favorably looked upon during pogroms—were seen as signs 

of degradation of the Armenian character under Ottoman rule. Thus, both cooperation with the 

state and the retribution for it were part of the Ottoman Armenian mentality for decades, when 

conservatives could have their opponents silenced by denouncing them as atheists, revolutionaries, 

rebels, and anarchists.24 
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Assassinations of Turkish officials whose anti-Armenianism resulted in excessive 

lawlessness and harm were also a tactic used in Western Armenia.25 The “teror,” as political 

assassination was called, was expected to spread fear among remaining functionaries. 

The Pashttan Hayreniats used threats of political assassination for the purpose of raising funds for 

the activities from wealthy but reluctant Armenians.26 It is not clear to what degree the group 

practiced this policy, but its founders considered the wealthy as enemies of their movement, 

because the wealthy, more on moralistic than political or economic grounds, refused to supply 

funds to these groups. It is also known that during the much publicized trials of the leaders of the 

Pashtpan Hayreniats, it was the Armenian wealthy who came forward to provide the most 

damaging evidence against the accused.27 

 

Ferment in Van: Proto Parties 

It was not often that class antagonisms in Armenian society, particularly in the provinces, 

manifested themselves. The founding of groups outside the millet and the adoption of violence 

were indirect or incidental expressions of the consciousness of differing interests within Armenian 

society. The conflict between the supporters of enlightenment or conservatism was also tied to the 

economic and political interests perceived by each class. 

That developments within the ideology of liberation were directly linked to class 

antagonisms became most apparent in Van in the 1870s and 1880s. Van was a city with its own 

traditions and personality. To the extent that conditions allowed, it continued to remain a center of 

local and international trade, traditional guilds and craftsmanship. In the nineteenth century it was 

the major urban center in southeast Armenia, the focal point of all political, economic, 

educational, and administrative activity for a wide geographic area, certainly for the whole 

province of Van, of which it had long been the major city. If trade and productivity gave it 

economic primacy, its long history—from the Urartuan kingdom to the kingdom of the Ardsrunis 

and the moribund Catholicossate of Akhtamar—assured it a historical sense. 

The social composition of its population was complex. There were large landowners who 

owned patrimonial lands in the rural areas but lived in the city and were known as ishkhans 

(princes), aghas, or little amiras. There also was a class of small landowners. There were 

international merchants who traded in Persia and Russia. Local traders peddled to Kurds in the 
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mountains. There were usurers and enterprising farmers. Clearly identifiable were also the 

shopkeepers and guildsmen.28 

Vanetsis (inhabitants of Van) living far to the east of the Ottoman capital prided 

themselves in their keen interest in education and enlightenment. In the 1850s and 1860s Khrimian 

had started a seminary in nearby Varag.29 A printing house there had produced a journal that was 

popular and effective.30 Vanetsis had welcomed teachers from the capital and opened their own 

schools, including at least one that was privately owned and well respected.31 Vanetsis were quick 

to adopt the liberalism of Constantinople and cherished the National Constitution. In the words of 

one writer, Vanetsi liberals constituted the grandchildren of the French revolution; the honor of the 

first offspring, or children, of the revolution had already been bestowed upon the capital liberals.32 

As in other urban centers, tradition and Ottoman administrative practices had encouraged 

the ishkhans to consolidate their power over the prelacy and the development of community life in 

general. This position was enhanced through the social, economic, and administrative ties they had 

with Ottoman officials. Also, parallel to developments in the capital, craftsmen, shopkeepers, and 

enlightened members of the lower class resented their powerlessness in community life. Authority 

was monopolized by a privileged group which “...constituted the only middlemen between our 

people and the government. It was through them that our humble people could expect a response 

to their protests and requests—of course at great cost.”33 

The vague antagonisms and undefined resentments found everywhere evolved into clearly 

defined ideologies of opposition when the city was polarized through the personality and activities 

of Poghos Melikian, a celibate priest who began his famous (or infamous) career as the appointed 

locum tenens of Van and later as its prelate, with the rank of bishop. 

Memoirs and local studies of the Van community have discussed at some length and with 

some detail the moral failures of this man, whose cruelty and other excesses seem to have shocked 

even those supporters who knew better than to expect saintly behavior from clergymen. But the 

personal abhorrence that most Armenians felt toward him acted only as the catalyst in this 

situation.34 

The two opposing camps involved much of the community. On one side were the 

Poghosians: the vardapet or reverend himself, the ishkhans and the lesser aghas, and a variety of 

conservative elements. Opposing them were the Apoghosians or anti-Poghosians: some 
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merchants, students, most of the literate and poorer classes. The Poghosians had political 

superiority not only because their leader was the locum tenens of the prelacy but also because he 

enjoyed the tacit support of the millet leadership in the capital and the manifest support of 

Ottoman provincial government and the Ottoman governmental apparatus. The sides were known 

as kusaktsutiuns, the term, which was eventually used to describe political parties.35 

Poghos was an authoritarian clergyman who supported law and order, dispensed summary 

and often cruel justice, and who disregarded the Armenian provincial assembly, traditions and 

constitutional procedures. He did not hesitate to use beatings and other torture on members of his 

flock, including women and children, to obtain total obedience to his arbitrary rule.36 

Such incidents could hardly be regarded as manifestations of a deranged personality. 

Poghos and his associates worked systematically against the implementation of reformist ideas 

within community institutions, progressive curricula in the schools, and secularization of the 

millet.37 Following reports to the state given by the vardapet himself, the Poghosians were able to 

engineer the exile of Mkrtich Portukalian and the closing of the normal school Portukalian had 

founded.38 Poghos was suspected of having been the cause for the exile of Khrimian, too.39 This 

direct cooperation between the Armenian prelate and Ottoman administration became more 

frequent after an incident which was regarded as revolutionary and frightening. 

This occurred in 1883 when the trial of the leaders of the Pashtpan Hayreniats in Erzerum 

had attracted local and international attention. The Ottoman government had magnified the event, 

interpreting it as proof of an imminent Armenian revolution. Western officials and journalists, 

who had not yet totally forgotten the promises of the Treaty oi Berlin, allowed themselves to 

deduce that an imminent revolution might be indicative of a deterioration dangerous to Western 

interests. The Porte reacted by changing its characterization and downplaying the significance of 

the society.40 The Porte expected, nonetheless, that Armenians elsewhere address letters of 

gratitude to the Sultan for his benevolent rule. The governor of Van turned to the ishkhans, who 

obliged by signing such a letter and circulating it in the marketplace to gather signatures from 

shopkeepers and craftsmen as well. The popular anger against the ishkhans was such that 

Khrimian, then temporarily the prelate, called the princes to the prelacy to chide them for their 

behavior. The crowd that had gathered outside broke into the hall and gave a trashing to the 

thirteen ishkhans in the presence of an irritated Khrimian, who wan unable to control the crowd.41 
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One of the ishkhans eventually died of his wounds. Although Khrimian was able to minimize the 

incident in the eyes of the officials, he eventually resigned.42 

Throughout the reign of Poghos Vardapet, Armenians individually and collectively sent 

letters to the capital describing his abuses and immoralities, demanding that he be removed from 

office and be called to account for his behavior in the capital. One group charged that the ongoing 

destruction of the Armenian community and economic life in Vaspurakan was the doing of “this 

cruel and unconscionable man who is supposedly the servant of Christ and the father of the 

people,” rather than the result of the activities of the unruly and despotic Kurdish chieftains.43 

The Poghosian-Apoghosian conflict within the Armenian community showed that a 

struggle for civil and political rights and against despotism and inequality entailed antagonism not 

only against the Ottoman state but also against all economically and politically privileged groups, 

including Armenian ones. The conflict also had repercussions throughout the millet since many 

were communities headed by individuals such as Poghosian who, enamored with power, found 

much room to occupy while a regime no longer acceptable resorted to force and repression. This 

realization heavily influenced subsequent developments, particularly the birth of Portukalian’s 

paper Armenia, and the formation of the Armenakans in Van. 

The convergence of interests between the government and some Armenian elements 

constituted a critical dimension of the rise of a kind of national consciousness which was based 

less on the perception of conflicts as Armenian vs. non-Armenian or Christian vs. muslim. 

 

Mkrtich Portukalian and the Final Dilemma 

Mkrtich Portukalian was a pivotal figure in the transition from a middle class liberalism 

concerned primarily with parliamentary games within the National Assembly to the armed defense 

of the interests of the peasantry, as well as the transition from small, self-defense groups to the 

larger political revolutionary parties.44 A teacher in Constantinople, he was one of the few who 

heeded the exhortations of Varjapetian and others to reach out to the suffering Armenians of 

Armenia. In a sense, Portukalian represented the logical conclusion of trends defined by Khrimian. 

Like Khrimian, he had a personal knowledge of and sympathy for the deprived elements in 

Armenian society, strove for the legitimation of issues raised by their oppression and depravity, 

and searched for a means to implement reforms aimed at ending that situation. But he also 
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represented the inability to accept the futility of that search within limits prescribed by the state. 

Portukalian remained indecisive throughout his life; he talked of the need for a revolution yet 

refused to undertake any action on its behalf. 

At a time when no other avenues seemed to be opening, however, Portukalian did come 

forth with a new message. His message and his reputation as the leader of a new movement and a 

bold thinker spread through Armenia, a weekly he founded and edited in Marseilles in 1885 soon 

after his exile from the Ottoman Empire.45 

Portukalian established two societies following his exile to Marseilles: the “Hay 

Hayrenaserneri Miutiun” (union of Armenian patriots) and the “Hay Manukneru Miutiun” (union 

of Armenian children).46 He also published a series of pamphlets, kept correspondence with a 

number of political and intellectual leaders, and sustained contact with his former students in Van 

and with university students in Europe. He traveled, occasionally within Europe and once to the 

United States.47 

The Hay Hayrenaserneri Miutiun was his first attempt at heading an organization. The 

group was meant to function more as a committee of correspondence rather than as a party. He 

was its director general. Armenia was recognized as the official organ of the organization. The 

Hayrenaserneri Miutiun had a life of a few years and disbanded due to lack of support.48 

The Manukneru Miutiun was aimed at providing education to gifted students from the 

Armenian provinces, a kind of investment in the future. During its brief existence it managed to 

send one student to Europe. This group, too, folded due to lack of support. It also appears that the 

sole beneficiary of the program eventually married a French woman and remained in France, thus 

causing much pain and disappointment to Portukalian.49 

Portukalian’s own writings included poetry, articles in Armenia—eventually published in 

separate volumes—and the Vardapetaran Hayastani azatgrutian (Cathechism for the Liberation 

of Armenia). He also translated into Armenian stories inspired from the Greek and Bulgarian 

emancipatory movements.50 His writings were aimed at inspiring Armenians. Yet Portukalian 

lacked a concise program for the future that might reflect the spirit, which he otherwise advocated, 

and his position shifted on some of the basic questions facing the Armenian people. 

When Portukalian undertook the publication of Armenia, he asserted that his aim was to 

promote reform for Western Armenia, an aim reiterated in the manifesto of the Hayrenaserneri 
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Miutiun.51 But in the Vardapetaran, his avowed goal was total independence for Armenia.52 The 

strategy he advocated also changed many times during his career. He emphasized diplomatic 

intervention when events forced Western powers to consider such action; when disappointment set 

in, he criticized that alternative as harmful. He occasionally presented a general, immediate, and 

spontaneous uprising as the only means of liberation; on other occasions, he believed that there 

would have to be a long period of educational, political, and organizational preparation before any 

armed conflict could become useful.53 

Portukalian’s attitude toward the sultan fluctuated as well. Soon after he began the 

publication of Armenia, the Porte forbade its entry into Ottoman territory. Portukalian was 

shocked. He argued that he sought nothing more than the welfare of the empire by proposing 

reforms to alleviate the plight of his people, a plight about which the good Sultan had been kept 

ignorant by his evil advisors.54 Nor could he understand why the Russian government prohibited 

the entry and reading of Armenia in the Russian Empire. His journal was hardly anti-tsar or 

anti-Russian, argued Portukalian, and had no disputes with that country; on the contrary, he 

pointed out in his editorial, he was criticizing the Ottoman government, Russia’s traditional 

enemy.55 

Portukalian’s lack of consistency pervaded his understanding of the concept of nation as 

well. A nation, for him, was the context that gave people their legitimacy in the world. The 

survival of a nation as an independent unit or its subjugation to foreign rule and oppression 

depended on some political and economic factors. According to Portukalian, the Armenian nation 

had lost its independence because Armenians failed to distribute property to all Armenians, 

providing them sufficient reason to rise to its defense. This condemnation of the feudal system did 

not stop him, however, from idealizing Armenian nobility is part of his lessons of patriotism. In 

fact, kings and dynasties seemed to pervade his sense of pride in the past.56 One of the major 

activities he undertook during his long stay in Marseilles was an attempt to develop a new 

tradition: an annual pilgrimage to the tomb of the last dynast of the Cilician kingdom, Levon V, 

who was buried in France.57 

Portukalian’s writings are full of references to reform—local or comprehensive—

revolution, rebellion, popular uprising, education and unity, each at one point or another appearing 

as the cornerstone of his strategy of liberation. 



 96 

Portukalian did sustain, nonetheless, strong convictions that remained with him throughout 

his life. Some of these related to the structure of the Armenian community. He believed in the 

constitutional reforms advocated by Khrimian, which would have given provincial Armenians a 

more effective representation within national institutions. He believed in the need to prepare a 

more enlightened and educated clergy, in the promotion of a national industrial and commercial 

bourgeoisie, and in giving that bourgeoisie a role of leadership in the community.58 Thus his 

vision related as much to internal Armenian issues as to the community’s relations with the 

government. In this spirit, he used the pages of Armenia to provide Armenian merchants reliable 

information on commercial transactions, to expose the activities of Poghos Vardapet, and to 

critique Ottoman policies. These were issues that had matured during his formative years—his 

early battles for enlightenment and internal reform in Van and Constantinople. 

Portukalian was forced to formulate a coherent view of the national movement as debate 

intensified in Armenia and he came under pressure by younger students to do something. The 

issue came to a head in 1887. A group of young intellectuals severed their relations with 

Portukalian when he refused to move beyond words and assume responsibility for a revolutionary 

organization. They founded the “Hnchakian Union,” the first political party and revolutionary 

organization.59 It became obvious to Portukalian that the sincerity of one’s beliefs was not a 

substitute for clear thought and a concrete program. He knew he had to crystallize his views.  

In a letter to a future revolutionary activist, and through an article to which he had awarded 

first prize for “patriotic thoughts,” Portukalian stated that the only course of action was guerrilla 

warfare in the Armenian mountains, supported by the population in general and by trained forces 

from outside. This had become the only path left since, he argued, slow progress through 

education had become an impossibility, the idea of setting up a large insurrectionary organization 

within the provinces was an “unreal” goal, diplomatic intervention was futile, and secret societies, 

when formed outside the fatherland, would be useless. According to Portukalian, guerrilla warfare 

had been the historical means by which Armenians had warded off enemies. Guerrilla warfare was 

also preferable to terrorism, since the latter struck at individuals only and left-the system intact. He 

dismissed the question of Armenia’s future regime, an issue raised by the Hnchakians, as a matter 

that would be discussed later. He also argued that the implementation of such a strategy required a 

few good men, and money; and should men be found, money could be raised easily. 
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Portukalian realized the dangers involved in an armed conflict and the possibility of 

massacres. Yet, he stated, Armenians should no be afraid to die for their own cause, as the death 

toll from organized pogroms could not be any higher than the death rate under the current, 

ostensibly secure state; in addition, he believed European diplomacy would intervene when 

Ottoman policies were fully exposed.60 

Portukalian was not inclined toward theoretical discussions. For him the Armenian 

problem was as simple as it appeared. Armenians were being robbed, killed, exploited, and denied 

progress by Turks and Kurds. Reforms were necessary to rescue them from their plight. To 

achieve reforms it was necessary for Armenians to join hands. To make fine distinctions between 

Armenians on the basis of social and economic stratification would be a disservice to the cause. 

Those dedicated to the cause should consider class antagonisms irrelevant to the task on hand. 

Only those who did not wish to see Armenia free should be considered the enemy. 

Yet Portukalian was critical of a large number of individuals and groups that were 

similarly dedicated to the same cause. He condemned harshly Mihran Sivasly, an Egyptian-born 

contributor to Armenia and an activist whom he had helped achieve some recognition. Portukalian 

labeled Sivasly’s periodical Hayastan (Armenia) “anti-revolutionary” since it rejected armed 

struggle a priori. Sivasly believed that diplomacy, particularly British sympathies for Armenians, 

could resolve the whole issue.61 Portukalian was also critical of Hnchakians for having adopted 

extreme positions on economic and political issues; he believed the radicalism of the Hnchakians 

was an attempt to justify their separate existence.62 The founders of the party were also former 

contributors to Armenia, young students whose interests and concerns in the national cause had 

been encouraged by him.63 Portukalian dissociated himself from all parties, even the Armenakans 

in Van, who generally accepted Armenia’s stance. He said that he had neither established a 

political party nor did he intend to do so.64 He did, however, have close political and personal ties 

with the founder of the Armenakans, Mkrtich Avetisian. Avetisian had been his student in Van 

and was to edit Armenia during Portukalian’s brief absence from Marseilles. 

Unity around the idea of serving the Armenian cause seemed to elude him constantly. 

Against the cautious urbanites he argued as one who had dedicated himself to reform and 

enlightenment. In his arguments against the rising radical groups he underscored his personal 

knowledge of Western Armenia and his personal sacrifices on its behalf. He tended to see his 
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detractors as individuals who either did not know the Armenian people or did not have its best 

interests at heart. At times it seems that Portukalian regarded himself as the only person capable of 

understanding the Armenian people and knowing how to serve its best interests. 

Portukalian’s value and contribution must be sought not in his theoretical contributions but 

the scope of his activities and the depth of his commitment at a crucial time. By founding and 

editing the first newspaper dedicated primarily to the presentation of the case of a subjugated and 

suffering people, he legitimized that cause as only the written word could do. He began a 

systematic presentation of the first debate on a strategy of liberation by allowing, during the first 

years at least, the exposition of various views, thus helping others to define their positions. He was 

one of the few in Western Armenia to relate the Armenian social structure to the larger issue oi 

development and hence liberation. 

Portukalian was instrumental in propagating the thesis that historical changes must be 

preceded by changes in the psychological and cultural values of those subjected to oppression. He 

pointed out and systematically criticized the many areas in individual and collective behavior 

which, as a result of centuries of Ottoman domination, perpetuated the sullen acceptance of a 

degenerated existence. In his editorials and articles, Portukalian strove toward the development of 

a new Armenian identity. He criticized “Armenian sins” and extolled “Armenian virtues” in his 

Vardapetaran (catechism for the liberation of Armenia), a booklet written in the format of 

questions and answers, and reissued several times.65 

The sins listed in this pamphlet included the migration of Armenians from their ancestral 

lands to become laborers elsewhere, the denigration of the Armenian name by engaging in 

fraudulent actions, profit-oriented “Patriotism,” and betrayal of other Armenians.66 He severely 

criticized the habitual use of proverbs and maxims which perpetuate a lowly self-image among 

Armenians. Among the ones mentioned were “Haye take Vardanin, Turke take Vardanin” (freely 

translated, Armenians are fair game for Turks and for other Armenians); “Eli hayutiun arer” (You 

did something Armenian again),”Hastn u parak mek gin, vay e parak manoghin” (It will all end up 

the same anyway, woe to the one who thinks deeply); “Vor tegh hay, ayn tegh vay” (Where there 

is an Armenian, there is suffering).67 

After criticizing the self-denigration of the language, Portukalian offered his own 

alternative of what an Armenian should feel and think. The good Armenian is one whose sole 
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religion is the liberation of Armenia from foreign rule and whose only prayer is “Oh Merciful 

God, help me liberate Armenia.”68 Armenian virtues included giving one’s possessions and blood 

to the cause of liberation, doing one’s best to convince all to go to Armenia, and assisting all those 

who were laboring for the liberation of Armenia.69 Thus the “sincere” Armenian was the one who 

strove for and assisted in the task of liberation. All others were useless Armenians and useless 

human beings.”70 

By pointing out the unconscious elements that had permeated the Armenian psyche, 

Portukalian made it possible to deal with obstacles to the transformation of the Armenian. By 

elevating the task of liberation of the homeland to the level of a religion—one that even for this 

devout man would temporarily replace and permanently change the accepted notion of religion—

he provided Armenians with a frame of identification that was against and outside the nold 

imposed by the millet system. He asserted: 
 

“Political and religious principles justify revolt against the government, in fact it is a holy duty... 
The souls of those who die in battle go to heaven; they become martyrs and their names are 
commemorated forever by the Holy Church.”71 

 

Portukalian opened the pages of his newspaper to others who described the effect of 

Ottoman rule on the Armenian personality and mentality. Thus, Avetis Nazarbek, a 

Russian-Armenian activist who later helped found the Hnchakian party, discussed the 

child-rearing and educational system in Armenian society. The article concluded: “Education at 

home and at school has destroyed within us our strength, our self-confidence, and our initiative to 

speak and act freely according to our beliefs.” The title of the article was, characteristically, “Inch 

enk ev inch piti linenk” (What we are and what we shall be).72 

Even farming, the occupation of the majority of Armenians, came under criticism because 

of the implications it had within the existing social relations and the impact it had on the 

Armenian. A writer from Van pointed out that the involvement of the Armenians in agriculture 

was regarded by the non-Armenian ruling groups as a symptom of cowardice and of continued 

acceptance of one’s lower status. In addition, economic relations and the laws of the land ensured 

the continued economic oppression of Armenians and placed them in a position where mere 

survival was their sole concern.73 
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Once the vicious circle was identified in all its dimensions, the status of the rayah (chattel) 

presented the subject with an existential conflict. To continue accepted behavior would only 

perpetuate the system and, under the circumstances, tighten the chains of oppression—an 

unacceptable certainty. On the one hand, the promise of reform within the Ottoman and millet 

systems, even though unfulfilled, had legitimized Armenian grievances and raised expectations of 

a better life; on the other hand, the largely rudimentary education supplied in the provinces by 

pioneers like Portukalian and Sareyan had provided the new generation with an alternative image 

of the Armenian which included organized Armenian armies under ancient Armenian kings and 

the heroics of Vardan and his associates. The Armenian could now find in his own history a 

personalized model for taking matters into his own hands. He could find legitimacy within an 

alternative self-image, one that included the possibility of breaking the vicious circle through his 

own efforts. 

That the conflict was lived on the most basic, individual level can be seen from a number of 

articles published in Armenia and, subsequently, elsewhere. One writer, working in Manchester, 

asked the basic question in the title of his article “What Makes You a Man?” The answer was a 

clear statement: “We need a revolution to be able to say ‘freedom’ [to make you a man].”74 Yet 

another contributor from Van thought that the “issue was honor.” Man without honor was dead. 

“If we want to live we must defend our honor . . . There is nothing left but revolution.”75 

Portukalian did not wish to lead a revolution nor was he ready to accept one. He is not less 

important for that. What he lacked in organizational ability he substituted with an essential 

conviction of the righteousness of the cause he had espoused early in his life; what he lacked in 

ideological clarity he made up for with perseverance, and with an unsettling perspective. In 

addition, his perspective was wide enough to have played a crucial role in the rise of the 

Armenakans in Van and to have provided the immediate cause for the founding of the Hnchakians 

in Europe. 

 

The Armenakans 

The Armenakan organization occupies the same transitional position among revolutionary 

parties as Portukalian does among revolutionary leaders. The founding of that group marks the 

formalization of trends hesitantly expressed in the earlier groups: rejection of the millet 
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mechanism, intense patriotism, and propagation of a “salvation” mentality among the people. The 

inability of the Armenakans to provide leadership in matters of ideology and strategy explains the 

subsequent rise of the radical revolutionary parties and their domination of political thought and 

action until World war of 1914. 

Students and supporters of Mkrtich Portukalian expressed their distress over his exile from 

Van and demonstrated their dedication to his ideals by continuing to meet in groups, first 

informally and then formally. Portukalian’s Armenia provided this group with a concrete focus of 

group identification as well as an organ where their general concerns could be expressed. 

The founder and leader of the organization was Mkrtich Terlemezian, also known as 

Avetisian. Mkrtich Avetisian was a student, associate, and supporter of Portukalian. The 

Terlemezians were a family in Van who were to become even more famous during the 

revolutionary period. Mkrtich’s father had been one of the more prominent anti-Poghosian leaders 

and their residence had been a center of formal and informal gatherings of Van in their long 

struggle against the Poghos and his associates.76 In more respects than one, the Armenakans, who 

also met at the Terlemezian residence, constituted the continuation of the Apoghosian camp in a 

struggle now extended beyond the boundaries of local institutions. It was as if the progressive 

elements in Van finally identified the real source of evil and decided on a campaign that included 

the government as well. 

In this sense, the Armenakans represent the first organized attempt by a political group to 

influence the development of community activities. The Armenakans continued their opposition to 

Eramian, a respected but extremely conservative educator, who had founded a private school in 

Van and had a great impact on generations of students.77 Following the 1894-1896 massacres, the 

organization helped some small businessmen to rebuild the schools which were destroyed during 

Turkish bombardment of the city.78 In neighboring Persia, where the Armenakans established a 

center and purchased guns and ammunition, they were also involved in the activities of the 

prelacy. It is said that Avetisian was instrumental in repurchasing from a Persian agha an 

Armenian village in order to free the peasants from feudal taxes.79 

When the Armenakans finally devised a program in 1894, however, two basic activities 

dominated the document: self-defense and preparation for salvation. The creation of the conditions 

necessary for Armenians “to live as human beings” was the primary goal of the organization and 
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self-determination was the mechanism by which this would be accomplished.80 Both as an 

immediate need and as part of a long range strategy, self-defense became the focus of Armenakan 

activities. Armenakans actively promoted the teaching of the military arts among their ranks and 

founded the means to acquire guns and ammunition from Persia. They were the first to start an 

effective self-defense policy, which had been the minimum reaction agreed upon by populist 

leaders such as Khrimian and Portukalian and the early groups. Thus, during the 1894-1896 

massacres when Ottoman troops surrounded the city, the Armenakans constituted the core and the 

absolute majority of those who set up the defense of the city. Over 200 Armenakan fighters took 

part in the first major urban resistance against regular Ottoman armies. Most of them were 

captured and killed following their departure from the city.81 

The Armenakans set up an elaborate organizational system before they had worked out a 

program. The means of achieving their goals were the promotion of internal strength through the 

union of patriotic groups who shared their ideas. This union, according to the program, was to be 

responsible to a central authority which would organize and direct all activities and devise policies 

and tactics.82 

Strategy itself was not discussed in detail. The Armenakans, it seems, did not see the need 

for it. Only in response to the competition or challenge from other parties in Van did they spell out 

how they intended to reach their goals. First, Armenians had to prepare themselves. 

Preparations included steps toward cultural and civilizational awakening, education, exposure to 

examples of noble Armenian characters, the military arts, and raising of funds. These lengthy 

preparations were necessary if Armenian forces were to be deployed in a general uprising. That 

general uprising would be ordered when-“external circumstances—the position of foreign powers 

and neighboring tribes—were considered conducive to such a move.”83 The strategy of linking the 

future of Armenian liberation to European diplomacy was an extension of what was then 

considered natural wisdom among most politically oriented Armenians. In concrete terms, it 

meant that the Armenians wanted to see another Congress of Berlin. But this time Armenians 

would fight and thus would deserve freedom. For the Armenakans, to live under oppression was to 

understand it. And the intensity of their rejection of that oppression became tantamount to the 

foundations of strategy. For Western Armenian political thought, the will to oppose the state did 

not as yet entail a coherent, rational, or at least rationalized strategy. 
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In fact, to the extent that the Armenakans were compelled to express a worldview in their 

program, they emphasized what they would not do as much as what they would do. They rejected 

explicitly any forced militarization of Armenian communities, partial and weak exhibitions of 

Armenian military or political capabilities, and untimely claims of successes. These were tactics 

which the Armenakans thought Hnchaks used to the detriment of the Armenian people. The 

Armenakans opposed the Hnchak call for revolutionary propaganda among the other peoples of 

the Ottoman Empire, mainly the Turks and Kurds.84 If the latter had problems, the Armenakans 

argued, these were substantially different from those of the Armenians. For the Armenians, 

enlightenment and civilization were essential aspects of a revolutionary movement. There was no 

reason for the less educated and less developed Turks and Kurds to share Armenian goals. They 

argued also that any effort to enlighten the others would slow down and complicate the Armenian 

movement. This analysis of the Western Armenian political realities corresponded not only to the 

general views held by Portukalian and expounded in Armenia but also to the stance of most 

provincial Armenian intellectuals. The Armenian urban public generally shared the assumptions 

underlying the Armenakan worldview. Nurtured by a national history and defined as a national 

problem, the politics of the Armenakans excluded any possibility of a struggle that focused on 

specific social and economic demands; it could only aim at a vaguely defined self-determination. 

This worldview implied, furthermore, that the Armenakans would be unable to include the 

Armenian peasantry and rural town population in their struggle. Neither the ideology nor the 

strategy allowed the Armenian peasantry, the largest and the most oppressed group, to take part in 

the liberation movement. The Armenakans were, of course, conscious of the status of the 

peasantry. But they viewed the rural population as subjects of inquiry and a justification for their 

goals rather than as an element that could participate in setting goals, making decisions or 

changing history.  

The Armenakans’ program did provide for a central authority that was to govern increasing 

numbers of districts under its jurisdiction. There were regional councils established in addition to 

the central council in Van, although attempts to bring under its banner a number of villages and 

rural areas were minimal.85 Yet no records of regional or rural activities have been discovered, and 

Van remained the only center of activity: the organizational centralization decreed in the program 

expressed, in fact, a basic sentiment that regarded education as a necessary prerequisite for 
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legitimate leadership. Those who regarded themselves as the grandchildren of the French 

Revolution remained committed to ideals developed within an urban environment, for an urban 

society. Peasants, Armenian or otherwise, were not educated or progress-conscious. Their 

conversion to a revolutionary cause does not seem to have been a prize sought after by the 

Armenakans, although their liberation, and education, were integral elements in the future 

envisioned by the Armenakans. Despite their dedication to national liberation and their concern for 

unity, the Armenakans were ideologically isolated not only from the non-Armenians but also from 

the larger masses of the Armenian peasantry. Thus it was inevitable that the fall of the city of Van 

and the virtual decapitation of the local-leadership should also signal the end of the Armenakan 

organization for all practical purposes. 

The organization had given many examples of heroic acts, opened the route to Persia, and 

provided the first collective act of self-defense in an urban setting. But its ideology remained 

self-limiting, rigid, and therefore unable to expand beyond the boundaries of Van. There was no 

room in the ideology to analyze failure and reorient strategy. Long-term and peaceful preparation 

as the main activity of a party seemed to have questionable practicality given the effectiveness of 

repressive and debilitating Ottoman policies. The arsenal of ideas had no alternatives as far as the 

Armenakan organization was concerned. After the loss of its leadership and fighting force, the 

party continued to exist only in name. Some of the survivors joined the two other parties, the 

Hnchakian Miutiun (Hnchakian union, founded in 1887, soon after called the Hnchakian 

Heghapokhakan Kusaktsutiun or Hnchakian revolutionary party) and the Hay 

Heghapokhakanneri Dashnaktsutiun (Federation of Armenian Revolutionaries, founded in 1890, 

renamed Hay Heghapokhakan Dashnaktsutiun or Armenian revolutionary Federation); others went 

on to become respectable merchants.86 

 

Social Bandits 

The founding of societies, secret or otherwise, was primarily an urban phenomenon. In city 

communities that had a variety of classes and ethnic groups, the tendency was for the rebel to 

create a new social group with which to identify. In rural Armenia, where village structures 

precluded substantial differences in outlook, rebellious behavior was expressed mainly through the 

rise of social banditry. The first incident involving social banditry is recorded during the famine 
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that followed the war of 1877-1878.87 The most prominent among early bandits was a certain Avo, 

who acquired fame as the partner of a Kurdish bandit in Vaspurakan. The two seemed to have 

worked well together and had great respect for each other. Soon after the war, however, the 

Kurdish bandit brutally murdered an Armenian priest in ritualistic manner, including insults to the 

priest’s religion. Avo took his revenge with the murder of a mollah. He served a ten-year prison 

term in Van. There he met Armenakan prisoners. Their conversations produced some of the first 

fedayees. Avo escaped from jail and joined an organized fighting unit.88 

In Taron, Arabo and Mkho were two well-known bandits who acted independently, each 

heading his own group. Known as khachakhs, they specialized in the robbery of rich caravans and 

the purchase of weapons with the loot. Also, both-groups retaliated against cruel officials in 

villages and expanded support for their activities among villagers. They eventually became 

soldiers for the revolution. In addition, the two trained and inspired a generation of fedayees.89 

Whether consciously or not, the Ottoman government reacted immediately and severely 

against these primitive rebels. Interestingly enough, when such acts were seen as mere incidents of 

brigandage and looting, acts about which Armenians had always complained, the government 

professed incapacity and did nothing. But when the victims were carefully selected Turkish or 

Kurdish officials and the pattern of activities by bandits indicated an attempt to obtain something 

other than loot and life, the government called upon the army, organized large scale expeditions, 

and increased repressive means to capture the bandits. 

Even more than in the case of the urban groups, the social bandits lacked a clear ideology, 

and their actions did not amount to a strategy. Occasionally, though, a link was created and 

mountain rebels were able to place their actions within a larger context. One of the early activists 

in the district of Mush-Taron, Margar Varjapet, inspired a number of future fighters through a 

simple message: the Serbs and the Bulgars had their freedom after much bloodshed and were now 

able to rebuild their land. Did Armenians have to be so honor less as to allow their women and 

brides to be taken with impunity “while we watch from behind the walls.”90 Margar did not need 

to bridge the logical gap between the insult toward one’s honor and the larger goal of a brighter 

future. The peasants could do that. Social banditry remained “a cry for vengeance on the rich and 

the oppressors, a vague dream of some curb upon them, a righting of individual wrongs.”91 It was, 

however, an ineffective course in itself and had to look to the urban centers for organizational, 
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logistical, and ideological leadership and cooperation if it were to have a chance of bringing 

radical change. 

The Armenakans and Western Armenian radicals in general were unable or unwilling to 

appreciate the potential of the social environment, which produced and sustained such heroes. The 

political ideology and context, which nurtured Eastern Armenian radicals, were more conducive to 

the appreciation of the larger significance and potential of these proto-revolutionaries. In time the 

two would meet and produce the Armenian revolutionary movement. 
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Conclusion 
 

Almost three centuries passed from the time the high clergy developed plans to liberate 

Armenia to the moment when students and craftsmen, peasants and lay preachers decided that they 

should do something about their own liberation. It was a radical change, which within the context 

of world developments was not exceptional nor exceptionally successful. Yet occurring within an 

old community void of its own autonomous decision-making process for a long time, it was a 

significant return to a wider social and political consciousness that would lead to a break in its 

isolation and marginalization. 

This change could not have occurred without the deterioration of conditions in the 

Ottoman Empire and especially in its Armenian provinces, the increasingly violent Ottoman 

policy of repression against its own subjects, the liberal recognition of some rights as basic and 

legitimate for all human beings, the rise of individual and collective identities that made 

Armenians feel part of a dynamic humanity and therefore no longer accepting of the status quo, 

and the belief held by an active and militant minority that change is possible. 

One of the important factors that characterizes the various phases in the development of 

liberation ideology and strategy is the degree to which liberators were associated with existing 

institutions and especially the degree to which these institutions had vested interests in the larger 

socio-political structures. In other words, to what extent were they free to imagine new power 

relations and equations? Without such visions, it is doubtful that an emancipatory movement could 

have evolved. 

Yet freedom from past compromises and commitments was not sufficient for groups to 

challenge the status quo successfully. The Armenakans, the last of the non-revolutionary groups to 

challenge the power of the state, were quite impressive in Van but failed to take root elsewhere. 

The Armenakan organization was not capable of expanding into other areas of historic Armenia, 

and was unable to answer the questions implied by Khrimian’s message or to transcend its 

strategic limitations, even though it was the most formidable of the indigenous groups. 

The Armenakans were brave men, for whom the ability to fight and die meant personal 

liberation. The organization had a major impact on the course of the movement during the 

1894-1896 massacres in Armenia, when Van became a major focus because of its resistance to 
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Turkish regular and irregular forces; that resistance was due to the Armenakans. The upstarts, the 

Hnchakians and the Dashnaktsutiun, were compelled to join the Armenakans, at the time the 

largest group, in a common defensive plan. The massacre of nearly 200 Armenakan fighters 

following the conclusion of hostilities put an end, for all practical purposes, to the possibility that 

a long-term strategy might have evolved under the capable leadership of Avetisian. Avetisian was 

one of the victims. Portukalian was devastated; he also could not offer a new analysis or strategy. 

Even though the defense of Van stands as their moment of glory—and tragedy—the 

Armenakans had lost the battle of the popular imagination long before 1896. It was the Hnchakian 

program, with its clear and comprehensive treatment of the Armenian question that ushered in the 

revolutionary phase of the Armenian liberation movement, beginning in 1887. 

The Armenian movement became a revolutionary movement only partly because it 

accepted the use of arms for self-defense, as a legitimate weapon in the struggle against prevailing 

conditions, and against the Ottoman regime that sustained those conditions. Equally important is 

the significance of the Hnchakian and subsequently Dashnaktsutiun programs for the structure, 

power relations and values of Armenian society. Their programs challenged the worldview and 

status quo of the only surviving national institution, the church. 

The trend toward secularization and democratization in community relations was one of 

the critical developments, which produced a new leadership with new claims to power and 

legitimacy. One of the differences between the old leaders and the new was the willingness of new 

leaders to see the relevance of social stratification within Armenian society for the formulation of 

liberation strategy. Before new strategic possibilities could be imagined, new factors had to be 

developed, factors, which would bring a change in the power equation. The change of the 

leadership from the clergy and the wealthy classes to intellectuals, students, and guerrilla fighters 

from lower middle class and peasant backgrounds was a revolutionary phenomenon in itself. 

Furthermore, adopting a popular movement as the major strategy for liberation, and evaluating 

events by their impact on the social, economic, and political well being of the larger population 

instead of on the privileged classes, was an act of revolution as well. 

These changes in leadership and strategy constitute as much an Armenian dynamics as we 

will encounter in recent and modern Armenian history. The new leaders were certainly affected by 

the larger developments and were influenced by the ideologies, which colored their perceptions. 
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Still, the coming together of social bandits and intellectuals, of the peasantry and the lower middle 

classes, of Western and Eastern Armenians, and their support of revolutionary and vaguely 

socialistic goals essentially constitute an indigenous move. The movement acquired a different 

dynamics with the articulation of goals and programs within objective, real, and imminent 

conditions and dreams as perceived by those most affected by the conditions in the Ottoman 

Empire. 

For this development to occur and for Armenians to endorse the movement, no outside 

intervention or inspiration was needed. While Ottoman and earlier Safavid policies had created an 

Armenian problem both domestically and internationally, the sporadic, whimsical, and 

occasionally compromised leadership from various classes and categories of Armenians had 

objectified the problem without finding a solution. 

The revolutionary parties created a new reality not so much by fighting against the Church 

and capital as by developing a new arena of activity. The new game was based on the willingness 

of some to die and others to kill without state sanctions, on a willingness to become a factor in 

Ottoman and European politics, by developing an international leadership and power base and 

finally by defining Armenians as a nation rather than as a religio-cultural community. Ultimately, 

within the constant challenge to abstracted ideologies presented by historical realities, the 

revolutionary parties discovered that the nation also functioned as a class, thus giving rise to what 

seems to be the first national liberation ideology as opposed to strictly defined independence or 

social revolutions. 

The new reality was also based on the ability of the revolutionaries to overcome prejudices 

and fears within the community. In this respect, it was propelled by universal ideologies and 

imagined possibilities of common interests with non-Armenian groups and peoples. 

Of course revolutionary parties developed their own myths and heroes, their own 

hagiography and rationalizations, and eventually, their own vested interests in their institutions or 

others supported by them; in these endeavors, their pattern of behavior was tragically close to the 

ones they sought to replace. Nonetheless, the change they instituted toward a political and 

socioeconomic definition of the Armenian people was radical enough to have made a difference 

for some time to come.  
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