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Paata Bukhrashvili
Towards an understanding of Georgian-Armenian relations.
Resumee
The relationship between the Georgians and the Armenians, two of the oldest civilizations of
Transcaucasia, has a very long history. The leading elements in each society have long understood
the importance of the other, and therefore have striven to establish contacts in all kinds of social
contexts. It is worthy of note that, by the Middle Ages, Georgian historiographers had elaborated a
theory of the common origin of the peoples of the Caucasus, and had devised an original



explanation for this state of affairs in the form of Leont'i Mroveli's well-known hypothesis. The
literary historian K'orneli K'ek'elidze had this theory in mind when he observed that "the idea of the
fraternity of Transcaucasiaa peoples, in particular that of Georgians and Armenians, was a
progressive one, which continued to play an a highly positive role in both nations” subsequent
history".

It is acknowledged that great significance is to be accorded to surrounding conditions in the
development of any given society. With regard to this point, the historian Nik'o Berdzenishvili has
made some noteworthy observations concerning the nature of the historical development of
Georgia and Armenia. He notes that, because of favourable agricultural conditions, "just as the
foundation of the Armenian nation was laid in the Ararat plain, so likewise was that ofthe Georgian
nation laid in Kvemo Kartli, later in Mcxeta and Zena Sopeli (alongside Kvemo Kartli). Just as the
Armenian society formed in the Ararat plain absorbed and Armenianized local non-Armenian
tribes, so the society formed in Karlti absorbed and Kartlianized local non-Kartlian tribes.”

The distinctive nature of social differentiation in feudal Georgia and Armenia appears with
especia clarity in the nature of the opposition between classes. As far is known, in Georgia, for the
most part, class struggle was rare and passive in nature, due to the development of differentiations
in the productive class, leading to a variety of categories of peasantry. The peasant classes,
characterized by different economic statuses and privileges, were bound by different sorts of
obligations to their feudal overlords. This in turn impeded the development of c(ass opposition in
Georgia. In Armenia, by contrast, class struggle had a widespread and massive nature, and, as a
rule, wore the mantle of religious differences. From the early days of the formation of feudal
sociiety in Armenia, there appeared different types of sectarian formations, whose class
associations were evident, even though in other respects they differed in name only. Thislong-term
phenomenon contributed to the exacerbation of the opposition between classes in Armenia
Different economic conditions also contributed to the different paces of development of Georgian
and Armenian feudalism.

Despite unfavourable external developments, Georgian feudal society in the end of the 10" and
first half of the 11" centuries successfully resolved one critical problem: internal unification and the
formation of a united Georgian kingdom. This step had significant consequences for the whole of
Caucasia. Unlike Armenia, Georgia overcame the eneroachment of Byzantium, and conflict with
the Turks, while not only maintaining its state organization and structure, but also taking a leading
rolein the struggle for the independence of the Caucasus as a whole. The necessity of consolidating
the Caucasian peoples against the Seljuk Turks rendered even more evident the need for a united,
multi-ethnic Caucasian kingdom, and accelerated the process of its realization. After the expulsion
of the Turks from Transcaucasia, those territories with a majority Christian population were
directly incorporated into the united Georgian kingdom. The liberation of Armenian lands and their
placing under the protection of the Georgian monarchy was completed by the beginning of the 13"
century.

The nature of the relationship between the Georgian and Armenian peoples in the 13" and 14™
cc. was conditioned by common state interests, which equally satisfied both nations desire to
maintain a common-Caucasian feudal regime, along with its progressive socio-economic, political
and ideological structure, which had been achieved by the long-term efforts and struggles of
previous generations. Nomadic invasions and conquest disrupted the unity of the Georgians and
Armenians, even as it made the necessity of such arelation more evident. The strengthening of the
concept of unitedness was accompanied by aweakening of confessional opposition.

In the following period, especially from the 15" c. onward, the changing political situation in the
Near East and Armenia had a disastrous impact on the Armenian polity. The Ararat plain and the
regions adjoining the Araxes River were emptied of their origina populations, whose places were
taken by foreign ethnic groups. The massive migration of Armenians, beginning in the 14™-15"
centuries, naturally had a negative effect on ethnic consolidation. It is sufficient to note that by the
end of the 18" c. Armenians represented no more than 20% of the population of eastern Armenia.



In the widely-scattered Armenian diaspora colonies, of course, very different circumstances
obtained, with consequent effects on the national self consciousness of the various Armenian
communities. In this situation, with the disruption of territoria and economic unity, the
maintenance of markers of ethnic distinctiveness among diaspora Armenians was endangered. In
the course of time, Armenian colonies in Holland, Poland and the Italian coastal cities were
absorbed into the local populations, and thereby no longer played a role in Armenian affairs. By
contrast, in those countries marked by a harsh policy of assimilation, the instinct of self
preservation of the Armenians was awakened. .among Armenians cut off from their homeland,
ethnic distinctiveness was a temporary matter, since sooner or later the sense of distinct identity
would be lost in foreign socio-political and cultural surroundings. In N. Marr's opinion, the
Armenians general tendency to engage in trade was directly proportional to their denationalization.
Marr had in mind those specific circumstances which obliged Armenian merchants not only to
adapt to foreign contexts, but also to sacrifice ethnic interests for economic ones (5, 289).

From the beginning of the 16™ century, alengthy struggle begins between Iran and the Ottoman
Empire for control of the Near East. This goa required, in the first instance, hegemony over
Transcaucasia, and more specifically, control of the trade and transport routes crossing that region,
and occupation of strategically-important territories. From this time until the end of the 1630's, with
few exceptions, conflict raged between the two great powers in Transcaucasia with merciless
ferocity.

The other peoples of the Caucasus not only sympathized with ~ Georgia's relentless struggle, but
also lent active support. The kingdom of Kartli, which refused to acknowledge the fact of the
nation's political dissolution, played aleading rolein the fight (7, 85).

At the turn of the 17" and 18" centuries, the balance of power in the Near East turned to the
advantage of Iran, although by this time there were no longer two competing powers, but three.
Russia had joined the struggle, openly declaring its intention to bring the Christian peoples and
feudal formations of Transcaucasia under its "protection”.

In the 17" and 18" centuries, the principal basis of the economic relationship between
Georgians and Armenians was probably trade, favourable conditions for which existed in K'axeti
from the 17" c., then from the 1630's in the ki ngdom of Kartli. The Georgian capital, Thilisi, was
the principal centre of craft industries, where aimost all important sectors were represented. From
the second half of the 17~" c., the social class of merchants underwent significant growth, despite
unstable internal and external conditions. In Georgian sources, the term "Armenian” (somexi) is
often used as a synonym of "merchant”, and in the course of the 17" and 18" centuries its use
expands with this social meaning. From this time, "Armenian" becomes primarily a designation of
a social class, and sometimes is used to denote the urban population as a whole. In contrast to the
term "Armenian", the term "Georgian" (kartveli) is often used to designate a social class, that of the
feudal aristocracy, which was largely composed of ethnic Georgians. The meaning of thisterm also
included religious affiliation (Georgian Orthodox) (5, 306).



