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Abstract

For centuries Armenian national identity has been decided by one's Christian faith,
specifically with the membership to the national Armenian Apostolic Church. However, there are
Armeninas that are part of alternative religious organizations, not members of the ACC. Does
this mean their faith undermines their sense of Armenianness? This capstone project explored the
perceptions among non- Apostolic followers about Armenian national identity and how their
membership influences their feeling of national belonging. This research examines the religious
and national identity in Armenia, understanding to what extent are they intertwined or separated.

This project targeted three biggest and most influential alternative Christian groups in
Armenia: Mormons (LDS), Jehovah’s Witnesses and followers of World of Life Church. Their
perspectives were collected through the methodology of in-person semi structured interviews.
Findings suggest that membership to any Christian religious group leads to flourishing of
Armenian national identity. Secondly, the importance of religious identity proceeds over national
identity. Next theme revealed that Apostolic membership is indeed considered a factor of
Armenianness even among followers of alternative Christian groups, and lastly religious identity
does not conflict with national identity. While literature suggests that Armenian religious and
national identity are intertwined, and that synergy is historical and organic the findings showed
the connection being perceived as constructed, and the grouping as not necessarily entirely

natural and product of modernity



Introduction

Nationalism stands at the core of every population’s existence encapsulating the
sentiment of conscious belonging to a nation (Smith, 2004). Nationalism can take a variety of
forms and portray a number of realities: the process of formation of nations, social and political
movement on behalf of the nation, language or the ideology of the nation, etc. (Smith, 2004).
Nationalism is the set of beliefs or the ideology that places the nation at the center of political life
(Smith, 1998). In turn, the nation is “a named human community residing in a perceived
homeland, and having common myths and a shared history, a distinct public culture, and
common laws and customs for all members” (Smith, 2004, p. 13). Therefore, both nation and
nationalism are highly associated and interconnected, involving “a state of mind, an act of
consciousness” (Kohn, 1944, p. 13). In contrast, ethnic group is a designated human group
associated with a homeland that shares memories, ancestor tales, some aspects of a common
culture, and a certain level of solidarity. However unlike the other two terms it is absent of

consciousness, therefore lacking political dimension and public culture.

Nationalism

The main pillars of nationalism are national unity, autonomy, and identity. Even the most
prominent scholar of nationalism, Anthony D. Smith, defines nationalism as “an ideological
movement for attaining and maintaining autonomy, unity, and identity for a population which
some members deem to constitute an actual or potential “nation” (Smith, 2004, p. 9). National

unity refers to the cultural and political harmonious coexistence, and the unification of political



and cultural boundaries. It emphasizes overall solidarity and union between objective vision and
subjective feeling. Meaning the act of recognizing the shared history and culture of a nation
meanwhile internalizing a deep emotional connection to it. Second is national autonomy, which
is tightly connected with the principle of self-determination: the nation’s requirement of freedom
of self-expression and sovereignty in its territory. While autonomy as a whole is the ability to
control over the borders, national autonomy is the strive to live free from outside interference in
the name of national loyalty. And the last pillar of nationalism is national identity — the pattern of
symbols, values, myths, memories, and customs that make up a nation's unique heritage that the
community identifies with and places it at the core of national consciousness (Smith, 2004, p.
20). In simple terms, identity refers to the discovery of what is innate: what traits characterize the
particular nation and set it apart from others.

As national identity is the main emphasis in this project, it requires a separate breakdown.
While there is no argument from the fact that it is the main pillar of nationalism, there is a
difference in scholars' interpretation on what national identity stands for. Smith puts it very
generally by mentioning that it serves as an identification of individual members with the culture
and tradition of a particular national group that they associate with (Smith, 1991). However,
within the concept of national identity he observes an essential distinction and that is between
individual and collective identities. The first one refers to a sense of belonging which is
non-constant, situational and differs from the environment and situation that one appears in. It
still portrays the shared memory, and collective destiny created through the pattern of symbols,
values, myths, memories, and customs, however, there is a difference in how you identify
yourself in your homeland and abroad (Smith, 1992, p. 59). On the other hand, collective identity

has a tendency to be widespread and enduring. Even when a sizable portion of the population no



longer feels powerful, they are more resilient and intense and are less susceptible to abrupt shifts.
This is particularly true for ethnic and religious identities, which frequently became politicized
even in premodern times (Smith, 1992, p. 59).

Anna Triandafyllidou, a Greek sociologist and scholar of nationalism, continues Anthony
Smith’s point on individual identity and emphasizes that national belonging earns its meaning
through the contrast with others (1998). She argues that national identity is at its pure essence
when it recognizes the “significant other”: “national identity is defined not only from within,
namely from the features that fellow-nationals share in common. But also from without, that is,
through distinguishing and differentiating the nation from other nations or ethnic groups”
(Triandafyllidou, 1998, p. 593). This goes parallel with the Smith’s example of individual
identity whenever a person travels outside their homeland. When he finds himself observing the
“other” cultures this is when his perception of national identity gets meaningful. Moreover,
national identity encapsulates a double function, defining who are the members, and who are the
foreigners of that national community: who you are (ingroup) and who you are not (outgroup).
Identity is valuable not only through the self-awareness of your community's values, behavior,
outlook to the world, but also through its contrast with awareness of others (Triandafyllidou,
1998, p. 599). An example of the “significant other” phenomenon becoming meaningful in

identity is whenever the outgroup starts to get associated with threat. The need for solidarity in

the name of defense or cause of potential battle unites communities.



Nationalism Paradigms

The terms nationalism and nations can be associated with a number of criterias, like
ethnicity, mutual language, and other times it can be considered a social construct. Therefore it is
crucial to differentiate between the four main nationalism paradigms: primordialism,
perennialism, ethno-symbolism, modernism. Exploring these theories offers different
perspectives on how nations and nationalism develop. In the context of our research we will
explore their interpretations of national identity. Firstly, the primordial perspective states that
nations are ancient, natural, but fixed phenomena, existing from the start of history. The second
is the perennial view which sees nations as historical but also adaptable. The third perspective is
the modernist view stating that nations are a new phenomenon and nationalism is a pure product
of modernity. And lastly, the ethno-symbolist perspective gives thought to the subjective factors
that shape nations, the nature and effects of nationalism, combined with the enduring nature of
ethnic groups.

Primordialism is the one static theory of nationalism, emphasizing the ancientness,
organic nature of a nation basing it around the ethnic, cultural, and biological ties. As the total
opposite of “constructivism” it rejects the notion that nations are socially constructed, claiming
about their long existence since the beginning of humanity. An integral part of primordial
thought is the biological ethnic aspect and the concept of “assumed kinship” - the common
ancestral bond between members of a community, even if biologically unrelated (Connor, 1994).
This thought implies that a single ethnic identity has multiple dimensions, which are assumed

kinship, race, language, religion, geography and culture (Bayar, 2009, p. 1643).



The primordial view of ethnicity also has a powerful role in individual behavior, and thus
national identity. As discussed earlier nations are extended kinships, implying that primordial
identities are based on emotions, which are inherent and indisputable. “In primordial terminology
the nation is primarily an "ethno-nation," i.e. a community which unites individuals through the
same blood and common fate” (Viera Bacova, 1998, p. 29). The essence of ethnicity has been
and still is presented by primordialism as immediate proximity, kinship ties, kindred spirits,
self-attribution of membership, shared culture (language, religion, values), shared territory
(country, region, and nationality), and shared biological descent (common ancestors, race, and
tribe) (Viera Bacova, 1998, p. 36). Moreover, the “ethnic core” gives the deepest identity to
members, to the extent that it overcomes all other divisions within the community like class, age,
sex, qualifications, etc. The other unique aspect of primordial ethnic identity is that it is “given”
to the individual. Meaning primordial membership is being defined to the community he is born
(Viera Bacova, 1998, p. 36). Later in life, people cannot pick their parents or re-create another
language as their mother tongue. Ethnicity cannot also be altered throughout time — it is fixed
and stands firm on its fundamentals. To sum up, the core components of primordialist identity
are first, its ethnic component, second its basis on heavy emotion which is inherent and
indisputable, and third it goes parallel with the phenomenon of kinship.

The perennial nationalist paradigm is similar to the primordial theory in the frame of
ancientness of nations, but it adds an evolutionary component to it. Nations have existed for a
long period of time and in every period of time. They are ingrained in the aspect of being
historical and continuous, but sometimes even ending, since nations can come and even
disappear at some point. Perennials emphasize the historical continuity of beliefs and ideas of

nations and claim that all nations have a history (Seton-Watson, 1978). However, “the modern



nation is therefore a historical result brought about by a series of convergent facts” (Renan, 1882,
p. 251). The key difference between primordialism and perennialism is that the notion of nation
is not only embedded in past, ancestral kinship but it also fulfills the need to connect it with the
present (Renan, 1882). Perennialism also downplays the significance of material criteria and
ethnicity like religion, race, geography, language, unlike primordialism. In turn it emphasizes the
cultural & historical factors, like shared myths, language, traditions, and accepts that they can be
subjected to alteration through time.

Perennial scholars, like Hugh Seton-Watson, distinguish nationalism formation in new
and old communities. For the old nations the process of consciousness creation was a long,
obscure and spontaneous process. While for the new ones it was a reaction to foreign oppression
and a movement for independence (Seton-Watson, 1978, p. 135). For old nations, national
belonging creation takes place gradually, starting with the development of the national identity
followed by the political movements for national independence and unity. However, for the new
nations the steps of forming a national identity and the occurrence of nationalist movement
happen simultaneously. This results in a sense of national belonging which was created in a
rushed, oppressed environment. The purpose of communities is initially to earn national
sovereignty, however, in the process national consciousness is being developed. I might call this
type of national identity “unconscious,” since its creation usually happens with the nationalist
elite's ability to rally support from the uneducated, illiterate masses. These people are usually
peasants, merchants, artisans, and factory workers, who were simply unhappy with the political
and social climate they were in. This is a form of a paradox, since the new nations usually end up

creating their national consciousness through the “unconsciousness” of their members.



The third paradigm is where the “ancientness” component is abandoned - modernist
theory. Modernist nationalism views nations as a modern phenomenon which did not exist up
until the 18the century, specifically up until the French Revolution. Explanation is that nations
are products of industrial society, rather than being inherently ancient and eternal entities
(Gellner, 1983, p. 354). It is true that nationalism makes use of the pre-existing, historically
inherited diversity of cultures or cultural wealth, but it does so very sparingly and frequently in a
drastically different way. For example, it is possible to bring back extinct languages, create new
customs, and restore completely made-up natural purity. “Nationalism does not have any very
deep roots in the human psyche, and the roots of nationalism in the distinctive structural
requirements of industrial society are very deep indeed. Modernist movement is the fruit neither
of ideological aberration, nor of emotional excess” (Gellner, 1983, p. 34). This directly goes
against the primordial perspective on the identity that sees nationalism founded through
internalization of a deep emotional connection to the nation.

Gellner has a socio-cultural modernist position about nationalism, a sub-paradigm that
also gives interesting points on nationalism. It takes a more constructivist approach, seeing
nationalism and nations not in terms of substantial, natural, timeless, groups but in terms of
practical categories, situated actions, cultural idioms, cognitive schemas. Nations are not static or
fixed entities but rather dynamic, eventful, whose boundaries and meanings shift over time
(Brubaker, 2006, p. 11). Modernism also sees myths and traditions as modern creations, not
encompassing actual events, but simply as stories and routines to keep the community collective.
Constructivist modernism sees nationalism as a purposeful response to geopolitical demands and
historical developments, leading to the formation of nations and supplying people with identity.

Roger Brubaker, being one of the most prominent constructivist scholars, emphasized that

10



identity as a whole and the category of nation is not ‘given’, but is constantly in flux and
evolving (Brubaker, 2006, p. 11). As opposed to other nationalism paradigms who give great
importance to the ethnic origin, modernism does not see national identity as anciently inherited.
It is rather a reaction to contemporary developments such as widespread literacy, capitalism, and
industrialization (Gellner, 1983). Identity is created by political and cultural intelligentsia and it
arises to meet the cultural and economic needs of an already industrial society. However, even
though national consciousness is a political strategy aimed to mobilize support and gain power, it
is also a basic human need to get unified under one collective "nation” (Gellner, 1983). To sum
up, there is no inherited concept in modernist national identity, it does not contain ethnic
emotional elements, and is usually constructed by the state elite to serve assigned purposes.

The last paradigm is the mixture of elements of perennial, primordial and modernist
nationalism perspectives - ethno-symbolism. Here is how it views national consciousness -
nations typically form over extended periods of time as a result of specific social and symbolic
processes and their combinations. In addition to the repeated actions of their members, nations
are also made up of shared memories, values, myths, symbols, and customs. Over time, the
patterning of these diverse cultural elements creates a framework for socializing the next
generation of the national community and a structure of social relations (Smith, 1991, p. 30). It
agrees with primordialism that nations are historic and based on ethnic elements, it also agrees
with perennials that nations connect the past, present, and future. Combining perennial and
primordial approaches, it is also emphasized that nations are held together by myths of ethnic
origin and symbols of territory and community and the power of nationalism depends on the
ability to draw all of it. Along with this concentration on the ancientness of the national

sentiment, ethnosymbolism views nations as modern phenomena, dynamic and prone to change.
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Nationalism is both rooted in pre-modern ethnic ties, cultural memory, emotionality and only
takes a form in the political and economic fields. The role of elites reinterpreting the national
belonging is also a relevant point, just like in modernism: intelligentsia does adapt ancient
traditions for modern use. But at the same time, the most valuable component contributing to the

national identity formation still remains the shared stories, symbols, and rituals (Smith, 1991).

National and Religious Identity

Understanding these paradigms can assist in explaining national identity in Armenia and
specifically its intersection with religious belonging. There are two schools of thought: first, that
national and religious identities can be intertwined; and the second that they are separate
concepts and do not go parallel with one another. And it is particularly interesting to understand
this identity intersection in the context of recent "secularizing societies.” “Besides theological
belief, religion is deeply integrated into daily life as a social institution and marker of who
belongs in a community and who does not” (Shady, 2021, p. 744). This goes parallel with Anna
Triandafyllidou’s idea of “significant other,” whenever defining the ingroup and outgroup makes
the national identity more meaningful (1998). Religions do not intersect with social life and
identities in the same ways, but they have a significant legacy in a state's sociopolitical
development in two ways: 1) by creating an enduring narrative of the nation's past and present,
or what Anderson refers to as the "imagined community," and 2) by influencing the typical,
expected, traditional way of life, or "confessional culture" (Shady, 2021, p. 747).

Belonging to a nation's main religion has not only a theological, but also a social

significance, something highly accepted in Armenian society. Being a part of a community that
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shares a religious identity satisfies a person's need for group membership as a way to boost
self-esteem, regardless of how strictly they adhere to the beliefs. Some people believe that
belonging to a religious organization is more important than simply being “religious”. For
example, in Armenia, people may not regularly attend the Apostolic church and to the regular
Sunday service gatherings but yet find it important to baptize their newborn children, as a sign of
national respect” (Shady, 2021, p. 748). Sometimes, the overlap of national and religious can be
so significant that it is hard to set apart whether a religious tradition is being done in the name of
religion and God or towards the respect of national identity and its national past. An interesting
observation and a conclusion of a number of studies is that religion as a set of rules and a sign of
membership, continues to influence modern politics even as the percentage of people who
identify with a religious group and actively practice a religion within a country declines (Shady,

2021, p. 761)

Armenian National Identity

Armenia and its historical development offer an interesting view on the topic of religious
and national identities’ intersection. Here are the phenomenons which reveal how Apostolic
Church has earned its enormous respect and prominence. Armenia has its unique national church
followed only by the nation’s members, the crucial historical event of Armenia establishing itself
as the first Christian nation, and lastly the Church’s important role in the nation's survival
throughout centuries. All of these facts make it rational to intertwin these identities and give
religion “ the right” to be a required component of being Armenia.

The Armenian identity has a very unique position in the recent development of the world.

Populations usually adopt their view on the national rhetoric, based on the historical

13



development of their country. As the perennial paradigm suggests, there is a difference of
national identity formation in new and old nations. An ancient state is associated with a gradual
development of their national belonging resulting in a more knowledgeable, conscious and a
deeply emotional identity. However new nations create their national consciousness as a
response to a conflict, or oppressive event resulting in an unconscious and vulnerable national
identity. Although Armenia is ethnically and historically ancient, it also created its recent
republic under an oppressive environment. The discussion of Armenian national identity is
founded on the element of unchanging ethnicity: the people that migrated to eastern Anatolia in
the sixth century BC are practically the same as the Armenians of today. In one form or another,
Armenians have been around for at least 2,600 years, both in their own homeland and in other
nations (Suny, 2006, p. 3). Ronald Suny, an Armenian scholar, whose theory will be one of this
projects’ fundamental ones, called the process of Armenian national identity composition an
“open-ended process, never fully complete” (Suny, 2006, p. 11). The Armenian identity is a
perfect example of how the perspective on national identity can evolve throughout centuries and
take different shapes.

As a country that has existed for over three millennia and has undergone varieties of
regimes, has been ruled by different native and foreign kingdoms, and has acquired its language
and religious orientation early in the history, Armenian national identity makes a very special
case to be examined. It is not a secret that during different periods of history, different historical
and intellectual figures have been responsible for dictating the prerequisites of identity: “Who is
Armenian?” For Armenia's case, it goes as far as 10 BCE, to the great historians of the fifth
century to Mikayel Chamchian, the patmahair (father of history), to the poets, novelists,

pamphleteers, and professors of the past two centuries. Additionally, they are the outcome of
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lived experiences that are subsequently integrated into the people's self-definition and living
tradition. However, Armenian people also have influenced national traditions in the name of their
religion and the "words" from above (Ronald Grigor Suny, 2006, p. 5). As a state which gives its
national religion a big importance, its members are highly criticized whenever national identity
does not include affiliation to the Apostolic Church. This research takes a look at three main
perspectives on Armenian national identity: first one, emphasizing the primordial dimensions,
and tying identity with religious orientation and race, second one taking the national language as

the origin of nationhood, and thirdly, the modern secular approach to the identity.

Armenian National Identity and the Relevance of Religion

Taking the affiliation to the Apostolic Christian Church as a distinct Armenian
characteristic, this section will examine the perspective of Armenian national identity as a
parallel to religious identity. Armen Ayvazyan, an Armenian historian and political scientist,
stresses that “it makes sense to look at Armenian national identity through the primordial lens”
(Legvold & Panossian, 2006, p. 17). This perspective becomes meaningful, when we understand
the roots of this statement and trace the history back to when it was mainly promoted. The
intertwinement of religious and national identity gained its value mainly in the 5th century, that
is after Armenia accepted Christianity, and gave rise to a number of historians responsible for
“dictating” the religious narrative of Armenianness. The rhetoric of taking religious belonging as
a determinant to the national one, happened also during the 18th century by joint will of
Mekhitarists (Benedictine Congregation of the Mechitarists), especially by historian Michael

Chamchian.
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The first phase started when Armenians accepted Christianity, became the first Christian
people, created an independent “national” church, and placed all of this at the heart of their
identity. So, by the early fourth century A.D., Armenians formed a unique, identifiable
ethno-religious community, an ethnie (Suny, 2006, p. 5). What happened the following decades
ingrained this narrative into Armenians even more: the cultural "golden century” started with the
creation of religious and secular works, such as historical manuscripts that blended the holy and
the "national.” For example, “the fifth- to sixth-century historian, Eghishe, stressed both the
importance of fighting for Christianity or Truth, and the need to protect ancestral customs; he
combined personal salvation with ‘national’ survival” (Panossian, 2002, p. 127). Movses
Khorenatsi, the only historian who took on writing Armenian history from its origins to the fifth
century, was under the pressure of over evaluating Armenia's religious accomplishments. As a
legitimate historical source his writings determined Armenians’ praise for the “religious
nationality” for centuries. Panosyan Razmik establishes a great way to determine a country’s
national cornerstones, and it is by asking the question “when is the nation?” Sounds like a
sentence that is grammatically wrong, however it points to the exact time when nationalism was
born, the event that led the collective to become a nation. Moreover, Panosyan determines three
main answers to “when is the Armenian nation” question: firstly, tracing the emergence of nation
back to creation of myths and invented traditions, secondly the 1915 Genocide, and most
importantly the acceptance of Christianity.

The notion of Christianity being intertwined with nationality was firmly ingrained in
Armenian popular consciousness also during the 18th century by religious intellectuals,
especially Mikayel Chamchian. As a member of the Armenian Mkhitarian Catholic brotherhood

that aimed to preserve the Armenian language and literature, he published his three volume
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“History of the Armenians” continuing with the tradition of combining national identity with
religious identity (Panossian, 2002, p. 127). His efforts were unmatched: he calculated the
precise date when Armenia converted to Christianity, and also determined that the combat
between Haik and Bel took place precisely in 2492 BC. Chamchian, like Khorenatsi, placed
Armenians in the context of Christian civilization, to the point of even implying that God was an
Armenian speaker, by concluding with his chain of thoughts that Armenians were in fact the
chosen people - the occupants of the holy land of Eden. Historians emphasized that “Armenian
was and continued to be the language of God and Adam, because it was not subject to the
confusion of languages during the destruction of Tower of Babel” (Ayvazyan, 2006, p. 4). This
perspective on nationalism continued for even longer: “anticlerical nationalists in the late
nineteenth century could not (and most would not) fundamentally undo the church—nation knot.
They objected to the conservatism of the clergy but did not dismiss the importance of the
national church to Armenian identity” (Panossian, 2002, 128).

A large portion of what we now consider to be national identity was formerly part of
religious affiliation, as premodern Armenians were primarily seen as a religious group. As
Armenians were absent from statehood and lived under the rule of different Empires, like Persia,
Ottoman Empire and Russian, they were mainly categorized and identified by their religion. For
example, in the long years of Ottoman rule, that basically religious identification was
institutionalized in the Armenian millet. This was a political formation through which the
Armenians were governed indirectly by the sultan through the Armenian patriarch at Istanbul
(Suny, 2006, p. 9). Armenians were regarded as a religious community with unique governance
powers granted to the clergy also by the Russian Polozhenie (Statute) of 1836. Moreover, the

religious distinction even grew with the fact that Armenia was the main Christian country in that
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Muslim region (apart from Orthodox Russia), often called as “the only Christians in a sea of
Muslims.” Therefore, as per the “significant other” theory the meaning of nationality grows with
the contrast of “the other” in this case, with the contrast of Muslim states. Christianity was used
as a marker of distinction serving an administrative function other than spiritual. And since that
main distinction happened to be religion, the meaning of Apostolic belonging as a sign of
Armenian belonging also grew. And lastly is the significance of the literate clerical elite
preserved continuity in the absence of the Armenian state. As kingdoms disintegrated and
inhabitants emigrated or migrated, Armenians were a prime example of a people who had lost
connection with earlier stages of their culture (Suny, 2006, p. 6). To sum up, this section

explained the logic of equating nationalism and religious belonging in Armenia.

Armenian National Identity and the Relevance of Language

The second theory ties Armenian identity with the knowledge and expertise of the
Armenian language. In short, this is the perspective of “if you do not know the Armenian
language you cannot be Armenian.” We can also look at this theory through Dr. Panosyan
“when is the nation” question, which asks for a specific historical event that “created” the nation.
One of the mainstream answers to this question is considered to be the creation of Armenian
mother tongue by Mesrop Mashtots. Numerous schools of historians, ethnologists, sociologists,
and social psychologists have shown the close connection between language and national
consciousness. “In particular, it has been noted that a nation’s explicit pride in its national
language coincides with the origin of nationhood itself” (Ayvazyan, 2006, p. 49). However after

the acceptance of Christianity, Armenian language was arguably the most fundamental factor in
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the development of Armenian ethnic consciousness and identity. The early separation of
Armenian from other Indo-European speakers required a unique and cohesive language
community. This somehow goes hand in hand with the primordial aspect of Armenian national
identity of the previous theory. Some of the people responsible for spreading that consciousness
were Yeghishe, the Armenian historian in the 450s, in his book of “History of Vardan and the
Armenian War,” and Pavstos Buzand who specifically “equates” Armenians with those who

speak the Armenian language in his piece “History of Armenia”:

“Within the confines of Armenian country, from one end to the other, all nobles and
common people, without exception, all nobles and common people of Torgomian country, and

the Armenian language at large, were lamenting him” (Fniqubinugh, 1968, p. 97).

Armen Ayvazyan tried to understand when the nation was born in his work “4
Comparative Analysis of the Armenian and European Perspective on Origin of Nation” by
analyzing the timeframe when intellectuals choose to write prideful literature on nationalism. In
Armenia’s case it was the 5th century when it was the peak of historical events happening one
after another: accepting Christianity, Mesrop Mashtots writing down the alphabet, the battle of
Avarayr - the patriotic war against Persia of 450-451. This is a common strategy to boost
nationalist sense worldwide. For example, Cornelist translator Richard Carew composed his
"Epistle on the Excellency of English Tongue" during Queen Elisabeth the First's most illustrious
reign (1588-1603). That was just after England had secured its dominion over the seas and
crushed Spain's Invincible Armada in 1588. Similarly, Mikhail Lomonosov's exaltation of the

Russian language took place at the same time as Russia's political power surged to new heights
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in the second half of the 18th century (Ayvazyan, 2006, p. 56). All these details conclude that
funnily enough Armenia began to express its affection to the national identity more than a
millennium earlier than Europe. To sum up, this passage offers a breakdown of how state

language can stand at the core of the birth of national consciousness.

Secular Approach to the Armenian National Identity

There is a lot of debate in modern thinking about the importance of communal national
belonging in the time period of individuality and secularism. In this situation, Armenia as an
ancient state is usually adopting the primordial position about nationalism and bases its people’s
belonging on fixed criteria like ethnicity, race. However, there is a more open understanding of
Armenian national identity, one determined equally by historical experiences and traditions and
by the subjective will to be a member of a nation (Suny, 2006).

The path of dividing the religious aspect of the national identity happened in Armenia as
early as the fourth decade of the nineteenth century. Some of the prominent intellectuals who
tried shifting to an anticlerical, secular nationalism, were Khachatur Abovian, Mikayel
Nalbandian, Stepan Vosgan, Grigor Otian, and Nahapet Rusinian, and later Rafael Patkanian, the

novelist Raffi, and the journalist Grigor Artsruni. Artists like Raffi stated:

O fathers! O forefathers! I drink this glass, but not as a toast to your remains. Had you

built fortresses instead of monasteries with which our country is full; had you bought guns and

ammunition instead of squandering fortunes on holy urns; had you burned gunpowder instead of
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perfumy incense at the holy altars, our country would have been more fortunate than she is today

(Suny, 2006, p. 10).

In 1859, Stepan Vosgan, who took part in the French upheavals of 1848, encouraged his
fellow revolutionaries to "gather around the concept of Haiastan [Armenia] and not that of
religion." In the name of secular Armenian identity, the most prevalent and uncontested theory of
Armenian history was rejected by the revolutionary nationalists: the idea that the church was the
institution that kept the Armenian people together during their protracted and difficult journey
(Suny, 2006, p. 10).

Nalbandian and his associates were the first generation to speak clearly of an Armenian
national identity distinct from the Armenian religious community. What constituted a foundation
of the modern Armenian nation for them was “the common people,” something very relevant to
the Armenian mindset nowadays. “Whoever loves his nation, whoever has dedicated his person
to the moral service of the nation must not serve the nation’s idols—rather, the advantage of the
common people. The common people constitute the machine of the nation” (Suny, 2006, p. 61).
As we will dive into the methodology and findings part, we will see that this mindset persists in
Armenian society nowadays. Nalbandian was a bright mind at that time, but committed
aggressive acts: he attacked Catholics to free Armenian literature from its medieval, religious
foundations, which he believed had been revitalized and fostered by the Mekhitarist fathers. He
also believed that the monopoly of writing in the hands of clergy was the reason why Armenian
writing lacked vitality and life and was unable to reach a large audience among Armenians
(Suny, 2006, p. 60). In general, Armenians' self-concept changed from that of a religious

community to that of a nation with a shared history and cultural constants as they interacted with
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people of other nationalities in the expanding cities of Caucasia and western Turkey and felt the
influence of Western ideas of nationality and nationhood. The more their worldview grew, the

more secular Armenians felt about their national identity.

Relevance of the Study

There is a bulk of literature highlighting the importance of religion (Apostolic Church) to
Armenian identity. However, there are also distractors who claim the overemphasis on the
religious element and instead place focus on national language. Armenians as a nation are
changing and the rise of alternative religious organizations in Armenia has been a growing trend
(The Government of the Republic of Armenia, 2023). This study seeks to understand the manner
in which non-Apostolic Armenians understand the role of religion in defining Armenian identity.
The question arose from the understanding that the Armenian nation gives a big importance to
affiliation to the Apostolic Church as a part of national belonging (Panossian, 2002, p. 128). This
requirement has been formulated owing to a lot of historical factors: the Armenian nation was
the first Christian nation and has its independent “national” church, and the Apostolic Church
has kept the Armenian nation alive under the rule of different empires. Therefore, Armenians
were required to possess respect towards the efforts of the Church to preserve the nation,
especially through membership of an Apostolic church as a sign of national consciousness.
However, this formula of combining national and religious identity may not always be constant
for all Armenians, since there are a lot of non- Apostolic Christian Armenians as well. Does that

mean they are deprived of being called Armenian simply because they follow an alternative
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branch of Christianity? Is their sense of “Armenianness” undermined because they are not a
member of the national church? This is how the topic of this research was emerged and to this

effect, the following research question arises:

How does being a member of a non-Apostolic Christian religious group influence

perceptions of Armenian national identity?

Research Methodology

This thesis project concentrates on opinions and perceptions, specifically of
non-Apostolic Armenians about national and religious identity, sense of “Armeniannes,” national
duty, and other topics as well. Therefore, in an attempt to gain insights into the perceptions
among non-Apostolic Christian Armenians about national and religious identity, an interview
methodology was utilized. This is a qualitative project based entirely on understanding human

experiences, exploring stories, and worldview.

Sampling

Three alternative Christian groups were analyzed in the scope of this project: Jehovah's
Witnesses, Mormons (LDS), and the Word of Life followers. The choice of these three religious
organizations has been made by considering their comparative bigger size and the influence they

have in the territory of Armenia (The Government of the Republic of Armenia, 2023). As these
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religious minorities are sensitive groups in Armenia, their followers are very careful with sharing
information about their religious groups, and, therefore, a specific approach is needed to get a
consent for dialogue. A mixture of purposive and snowball sampling was used to identify
members of these particular groups that would then allow for broadening the network of further
recruits. The sample size was ten people, with three representatives from each group (with the
exception of Word of Life which has four interviewees). In the scope of this research, the sample
was created to be as diverse as possible, aiming to get people of both genders, different age
groups, different levels of education and employment spheres. This is done to fortify the validity
of the study: get a wider range of answers, ensure diversity and objectivity, and see whether there
are certain perceptions which are repetitive within specific categories. Appendix A in the end
presents a breakdown of the participants’ demographics, including their age, gender, residence

location, educational level and employment.

Data Collection

In order to get a thorough and complete understanding about such an individual topic as
national and religious identity, the interview was chosen to be in semi structured, in person
design. The semi structured format was specifically chosen to allow follow up questions as to
gain an overall in-depth understanding of the participants stories. Interviews were conducted
face to face, a format that makes it more likely to tap into personal, sometimes even hidden
stories. The in person interviews were likely to create an appropriate environment for the

subjects to open up, which will be very hard for example in the case of online surveys or online
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interviews. The interviews were conducted in a span of four weeks and each one lasted
approximately from 30 minutes to 1.5 hours. Interviews were conducted either in the
interviewees’ house or at a public cafe. The location was decided by the candidates to ensure
personal comfort. While having all the personal identifiable information, the data is kept
confidentially. It is highly considered that the Armenian sense of belonging is a personal subject
and the participants’ comfort was the most essential priority during the interviews.

The interview consisted of 17 questions with four main sections: 1) demographic 2)
religious identity, 3) religious/ national identity 4) external perception. The first section inquired
about the candidates’ age, gender, education and employment. The second part involves
questions that try to break down the candidate's perception of religion as a whole, to their own
religious group, to ACC, their personal spiritual journey and the importance they give to their
religious identity. The third part is the main exploration part aiming to break down the
interviewees’ perceptions of being Armenian, and to gather their opinions about the intersection
of religious and national identity. Important to note that here is where the most important
question is asked: “How do you feel when it is said that being Armenian necessarily means being
a member of Apostolic Church.” And the last section of the questionnaire tried to grasp how
candidates perceive others' perception of them being Armenian, and whether these perceptions
end up in a discriminated treatment towards them. The questions were translated to Armenian,
and half of the interviews were conducted in Armenian, while the other half in English, based on
which language the candidates preferred and felt more comfortable expressing their opinion on.
It is important to note that the interview was geared to collecting qualitative data. The full

questionnaire is attached at the end of this project in Appendix B.
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The main data was not audio recorded, owing to the fact that it might “scare off” and
contribute to unhonest responses. Instead, note-taking was used as the main data collection
method, with all notes attached in Appendix D. Notes involve specific relevant quotes that were
mentioned, separate points about the main themes, and some personal impressions that were
made from the candidates (already mentioned in data analysis). Also, the notes have specific

highlighted sections, which can help to identify specific quotes of the themes (Appendix C).

Data Analysis

The analysis of the collected data will be done through content analysis of the taken notes
from participants' stories. When researching human internalizations of concepts like religious or
national belonging, this can be the best fitting tool, since this is how recurrent themes, values,
beliefs are easier to identify. Also, content analysis is widely, if not the most frequently used
method whenever dealing with qualitative data, like interviews, surveys, and different types of
texts.

Issues of national identity frequently touch on deeply held sentiments, values, and beliefs.
By using content analysis, the project uncovered ideologies, narratives, and identity constructs
beneath the surface-level responses. Content analysis detects repetitive trends and
inconsistencies in followers' positioning within or outside of the national identity topic by coding
for themes, phrases, or metaphors associated with loyalty, belonging, nationalism, or exclusion.
In addition to offering frequency analysis, such as the frequency with which terms like "national

nn

identity," "religious identity," or "faith" are used, content analysis enabled capturing complex
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perspectives on identity. Therefore, it can give both qualitative data, like general themes of
interviews, and allow us to quantify the codes, to understand how often it has been used.

After thoroughly analyzing the notes and putting all the pieces together, five interesting
themes have been taken out from all the interviews. The themes concern statements about
national belonging, religious belonging, personal faith, division and merging of religion and

nation.

Findings

Membership to any Christian religious group leads to flourishing of Armenian national

identity

As the interviews were conducted the emphasis was to understand if the membership in
the non-Apostolic church affected the participants’ understanding of national identity and sense
of Armenianness. Was it different before and after the membership? The main question to be
answered in this research is whether being a member of a non-Apostolic Christian group
influences perceptions of Armenian national identity. Given the intricate relationship between the
ACC and Armenian identity it was expected that identifying with another religious group
undermines national belonging and makes the followers more indifferent to the national aspect.
However, the seven out of ten answers showed that the membership to a non-Apostolic religious
group actually contributed to the growth of a sense of nationalism.

This is a very interesting perspective and it depended on what each member defined as

Armenian national identity and “a moral and good Armenian.” A female follower of WOL
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shared that she is no less of an Armenian, moreover she considered herself a nationalist. To the
question of “what is Armenian national identity all about” she answered the family, upbringing

and raising kids with “Armenian” values. She stated:

I became an [Armenian] nationalist after I joined the Word of Life Church. In the name of
God, I decided to create my family, and raise my daughters in a disciplined and moral

way: this is what dedication to my Armenia means to me. (anonymous source, in

discussion with author, March 11, 2025)

Another follower also specifically pointed out her love towards the nation and to
Armenians after her membership in the World of Life church. For her it happened, when she was
reading the WOL Bible, she realized that humans and their deeds are separate and we can’t judge
them as one.

Three participants specifically noted that being a good Armenian and serving the nation
is mostly done through economic contribution. Their understanding of nationalism is exercised

through financially paying back to the state. The male follower of WOL owned a large business:

If others would do everything to avoid paying taxes, I would never do so. I am eager to
financially help my country through my business. This is the only right way to show
dedication to your nation. After coming to Christianity, I found my meaning and
satisfaction in life, and through Christianity, I came to the need of being a good citizen

and serving my nation. (anonymous source, in discussion with author, March 22, 2025)
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Another two participants also agreed that a dedicated Armenian is evaluated through tax
payments: a Jehovah’s Witness follower mentions that she is unemployed for some time, and
feels extremely guilty for not paying back to Armenia. The participants report a considerable
growth in their national identity as they feel a bigger responsibility of satisfying their national
duty- paying taxes to the state. Another follower of JW had an interesting story: being born to an
Armenian mother, but living in Russia for 20 years, she hardly knew the Armenian language.

Things changed after her membership in the Jehovah's Witness community:

I decided to accept my mother's faith and come back to my homeland to be close to my
nation, because this membership got me connected to my Armenian side even more. As
missionary work is mandatory in the church of Jehovah's Witness, I went as far as
learning Armenian language for the purpose that I need to spread God's word in

Armenian. (anonymous source, in discussion with author, March 24, 2025)

This is a case of a Diaspora Armenian advancing her national identity after reconnecting
with her homeland. She came to that conclusion after the reconnection through her religious
organization, and properly learned her national language with the intention to better serve her
church. Preaching is a mandatory service in the JW groups, it focuses on spreading their
religious beliefs and teachings, particularly the message about God's Kingdom as taught in the
Bible.

Final responses were those of the followers of the LDS Church (Mormons) who cited
their holy book on their perception of national identity. The Book of Mormon as mentioned by

all three participants highlights that serving your country is a vital religious practice. Overall, the
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followers of the LDS church stated that there is a false perception that the community of
Mormons aims to “Americanize” and liberate the value system of the countries. One subject said
that the Mormon church has made her learn to love her nation more, and to serve the country
eagerly, while another subject emphasized that she ‘‘felt a stronger sense of being Armenian,
after coming to the Mormon church, since the religion has an emphasis on being a good citizen”
(anonymous source, in discussion with author, March 15, 2025).

Moreover, an interesting finding was that all three interviewees were studying remotely
in the same university called BYU, located in Provo, Utah, where 90% of students were of
Mormon belief. And even the motto of this educational institution was “Enter to learn, go forth
to serve.” This probably referred to the missionary practice - the mandatory service to spread
LDS faith outside the homeland, but the way interviewees interpreted it was as a service to one’s
nation. As we saw, participants serving their religious organizations sometimes automatically

also started to serve their country, for example by feeling the need to pay taxes, by learning the

Armenian language, and so on.

The importance of religious identity proceeds over national identity

There was an inclination of interviewees to evaluate their religious identity higher than
national ones. The questionnaire asked about the importance of the participants’ religious
identity in their life, with a follow up question to mark the importance from 1-10. Most of them
answer 9-10, showing a high level of significance for their religious lifestyle and here are some
quotes that present the extensive value of faith in the lives of non-Apostolic followers. “Religion

>

is the center of life,” “I consider my religious identity as my intellect,” “First God, then nation,’
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“First God, then mother.”” The last two examples show some form of a loyalty hierarchy, where
religion is in the first place, and nation or family comes after. An interesting observation was that
a big portion of followers mentioned the importance of religious consciousness, by explaining
that all of their lifestyle and decision making is a consequence of their religious morals. Here is
the same quote mentioned by both a WOL and Mormon follower: “My religion plays the biggest
role in my everyday decision making. I need to be religiously conscious in my decisions, since |
am doing them “in front of God” (anonymous source, in discussion with author, March 11 and
26, 2025).

Another LDS follower said her religion decided who she was, and not the other way
around. Showing that the presence of a religious moral system is so strong it blurs any other
influencing component in life. She also said she wants to behave in her everyday life as to
possess “Christ-like attributes ’(anonymous source, in discussion with author, March 15, 2025).
The name of the God, or Jesus is something that is mentioned several times whenever asked this
question. The respect and fascination with the Almighty is what drives people’s value system and
then behavior.

Another subject quoted “serving in my church is my lifestyle, I come here three times a
week and teach the Bible to the youth” (anonymous source, in discussion with author, March 22,
2025). In this case the importance of religious identity is quantified by the amount that is spent
serving or attending the church. So around this theme eight people out of ten stood firm on their
religious identity playing a much bigger role in their everyday life than the national one.
However, this statement alone cannot answer our research question: yes indeed, non- Apostolic
followers evaluate their religious morals more than national ones, but it does not mean that their

perceptions of Armenian national identity change.
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Religion is considered a factor of Armenianness regardless of membership to

alternative Christian groups

The tendency of accepting and not denying that religion was an integral part in Armenian
national identity and history is the third theme. This perspective was expressed during the
question of how the participants feel when it is said that being Armenian necessarily means
"1~following Apostolic Church. While all of them answered that they disagree with this
perception, they showed empathy and understanding towards it.

A male Jehovah’s Witness said: “I don't agree, but respect and understand that there is
the viewpoint of demanding Armenians to follow the Apostolic Church” (anonymous source, in
discussion with author, March 21, 2025). To the question where does this respect come from he
answered that it is a pride for Armenians to be the first Christian people and having their national
church it makes sense to require them to follow it. This was somewhat paradoxical and a list of
other questions was followed, leading to the conclusion that this subject does not have strong
connections with his religion and became a member of it from life circumstances (his parents
were followers). “The birth of the Armenian nation, as through acceptance of Christianity is a
crucial point to keep in mind” (anonymous source, in discussion with author, March 24, 2025)
said another Jehovah’s Witness follower. It can be inferred that non- Apostolic Church followers
consider the acceptance of Christianity as the birth of Armenia as a nationhood. They stay loyal
to the historical value of Apostolic Church, but personally do not practice membership.

Another reason why the Armenian Apostolic Church is an integral and reasonable part of

Armenian national identity according to alternative members of Christian groups was the fact
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that the Church preserved Armenians as a nation throughout centuries. Mormon followers
pointed out that “if there was no ACC, there would be no Armenians alive,” and “I don t deny it
has helped us survive, I respect it” (anonymous source, in discussion with author, March 26 and
15, 2025). The historical efforts of ACC is respected and kept in mind when discussing
Armenian national belonging. “Armenian patriotism is tightly connected with Christian faith,” a
WOL elder follower said.

Non-Apostolic Church followers consciously evaluate the importance of the national
church either by bringing the argument that Armenians are the first nation to accept Christianity,
or that ACC has made tremendous efforts in preserving Armenian population and heritage
throughout centuries. However, all of them argued that this was simply a historical circumstance
and they do not have to stick to this requirement as of nowadays. They acknowledge this

perspective, and recognize the significance of ACC, but separate it from a national duty.

Religious identity does not conflict with national identity

And the final theme sums up the entire findings. It is something that was expected to be
voiced and all 10 of the participants collectively said that they do not agree that being Armenian
necessarily means being part of the Apostolic Church. The first argument that was brought was

G«

the universal nature of Christianity: “God is universal,” “Christianity is universal, and does not

G«

belong to a specific nation,” “Christianity does not only serve Armenians”’ (anonymous source,
in discussion with author, March 9, 2025). This exact phrase was mentioned by six different

candidates, and it emphasized the importance of Christianity as a whole rather than the Apostolic

Christianity. A metaphor was said by a male WOL follower: “Armenians instead of protecting
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the root, protect the leaves” (anonymous source, in discussion with author, March 22, 2025). The
root in this case is Christianity, and the leaf is the Apostolic Church, first being the origin, and
the second a small part of it. “You can be excluded from being Armenian only if you are not
Christian, but Jehovah's Witnesses are Christians” (anonymous source, in discussion with
author, March 26, 2025) a male JW follower said. An elderly WOL follower went as far as
stating: “Any form of Christiniaty does not undermine, but confirms and compliments Armenian
nationality, since it is universal and for all nations” (anonymous source, in discussion with
author, March 26, 2025).

The same woman gave a very interesting hypothetical example to show her point about
Christianity being universal, and argued against ACC having a unique religious value. “If'/
appear on a deserted island and there is no Apostolic Church that I can go to, does that mean I
am not Armenian anymore?” This point showed that the membership to Apostolic Church is
ceremonial. The importance that is being given to ACC and to the regular visits, cannot be an
absolute indicator of one's Armenian national identity. What if that holy building does not exist
in the territory, does it mean that if you start attending another Christian Church, you may lose a
part of your national identity? Following this, another subject also undermined the “national”
aspect of the Apostolic Church by saying “being Armenian is not decided by participating in
Apostolic Church ceremonies” (anonymous source, in discussion with author, March 12, 2025).

Some of the participants pushed on the factor of freedom of choice. “God gave me a

G«

freedom to choose,” “You can 't pressure people to find their own truth” (anonymous source, in
discussion with author, March 11 and 24, 2025). A Mormon follower explained that this

mainstream viewpoint is “a thinking that comes from close mindfulness and from experiencing a

lot of pain, like war” (anonymous source, in discussion with author, March 15, 2025). This

34



mentality is a response to previous trauma and inability to deal with it. She also mentioned
several times that even though she is of Mormon religion, her main goal in life was to serve
Armenia.

In sum, all of the interviewed followers showed a huge disagreement towards the
viewpoint that just by following their communities they were considered to be excluded from
Armenian national identity. Some try to explain it with the universal nature of Christianity, some
see this perspective as a response to the historical trauma, while others come up with interesting
metaphors to tell how insignificant is the Armenian national church in the process of being

shaped as Armenian.

Discussions and Analysis

The primary data collected in the scope of this capstone project revealed interesting
findings in answering the research question regarding the perceptions among non-Apostolic
Church Christian followers about Armenian national identity. While common sense would have
us believe that membership to alternative Christian religious organizations like Jehovah’s
Witness, LDS or Word of Life will contribute to the decline of significance of national identity
the findings showed elsewise. As the notion of Christianity being intertwined with nationality
was firmly ingrained in Armenian popular consciousness, it was expected that the pressure on
these followers would be so intense that it would undermine their empathy and connection to the
sense of Armenianness. However, seven out of ten interviewees recalled that after their
membership their national identity and Armenian sentiment grew. So, in this sense, our first

finding gave a positive response to the research question: being a member of a non-Apostolic
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Christian religious group does influence perceptions of Armenian national identity. Moreover, it
actually contributes to its blossoming and not to the undermining. Some followers explained that
nationalism is the love towards the Armenian people, some equated it with being a good citizen
and feeling a bigger responsibility to satisfy their state duty. One of the JW participants even
learned Armenian language (as she was Diaspora Armenian) because she wanted to practice the
church teachings in Armenian. And finally, Mormon Armenians had a newborn desire to help
their country, as the Book of Mormon cited the importance of “serving your nation and being a
good citizen.”

After following their religious organizations, non-Apostolic members sometimes
automatically also start serving their country. Eight out of ten interviewees admitted religious
identity playing a bigger role than the sentiments of national belonging. Almost all participants
rated their religion and religious values as being their main priority during every decision
making. However, the Christian religious and Armenian national values are very intertwined and
sometimes discussing certain morals Armenians may assign it both to the national and religious
cause. Therefore, we cannot strictly determine if one particular behavior or value is an act of
religious morality or national-cultural. But in the scope of the conducted interviews, the
participants stated that their personality and decision making is a pure product of their religious
organizations.

The participants had some form of loyalty hierarchy, where religion was at the absolute

’

highest point. The quotes that best capture this perception are “First God, then nation,” and
“First God, then mother,” as it was conveyed by two different followers. The presence of a

religious consciousness is so constant it out-fades other forms of moralities. Non-Apostolic

followers voiced a clear inclination to the importance of their religious morality over the national
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one. This creates some form of a paradox if we consider also the finding that the membership to
any Christian religious group leads to flourishing of Armenian national identity. Along with this
the same religious membership also helps national sentiment to grow. However, this “equation”
can make sense if we understand that the religious and national identity of these followers did
not initially have equal value. Religious morality always had more significance in their lives, but
it does not mean that their national sentiment did not develop. Therefore, given that both did not
start from the same point, we can make sense of both findings at the same time: the membership
to alternative religious groups can contribute to the rise of national sentiment but the significance
of religious morals can still be more dominant.

Next theme revealed the big respect towards the Armenian Apostolic Church. Five out of
ten participants accepted and did not deny the fact religion is an integral part in Armenian
national identity and history. It is very interesting that despite the heavy discrimination and bad
treatment non- Apostolic Church followers consider ACC as a huge object of respect and
fascination. There were two questions in the interviews asking about potential stories of
discrimination in public, and everyone without exception had numerous stories of society

disrespecting them. Two Mormon girls had impactful stories to share:

Recently, I entered a bus with the Mormon sisters from the US, and since they had their
religious outfits on, people understood who we were. An elderly woman started shouting
at us for over 40 minutes, and after everyone joined her. She demanded the girls to go
back to their country and stop americanizing Armenia, and that everything we do is being
done for money. I felt broken, why can 't I as an Armenian use public transport in my own

country. (anonymous source, in discussion with author, March 22, 2025)
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1 remember when I was doing my missionary job in the public, where we used to stand
outside and hand out religious brochures to strangers, something heartbreaking
happened. A middle aged woman came up to us on the street and started loudly
humiliating us in front of everybody. She even came close to attacking us, but she
couldn t, so she started ripping the pages of our Holy Book which was placed on the

table. (anonymous source, in discussion with author, March 26, 2025)

Another story from a WOL follower and how the discrimination was not from a stranger

but from a family member:

I had to get married, and according to “WOL "conduct we can only do the ceremony at
our church. My family was fine with everything, but on the day of my wedding my
godfather and his family publicly ashamed me and the way my wedding was conducted.
The best day of my life, became the worst day of my life. (anonymous source, in

discussion with author, March 8, 2025)

There are so many tragic stories of the followers being humiliated publicly. There were
also numerous cases where people surrounding the non-Apostolic followers changed their
attitude after getting to know their religious orientation. Half of the participants recalled that they
have been treated differently because of their faith in their workplace, university, school, and

even by close people like friends and family. One Jehovah’s Witness told a story of her being the
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best pupil in school but being rejected by the school director to participate in intellectual games
for years.

A major point made by the participants is that the discrimination and intolerance is only
from the side of the Apostolic Church and its followers. Two of the participants recalled entering
an Armenian church and being stared at and asked by the religious community to leave the
building. A WOL male follower said that as opposed to Apostolic Church, they are very open
and embrace whenever Apostolic followers attend their gatherings. Two female WOL followers
said: “They are the ones who are afraid of me, not the other way” and “I respect them, but I hate
that we are discriminated so much and are being called a sect” (anonymous source, in
discussion with author, March 8 and 21, 2025). According to the impressions of the respondents,
the aggression is one sided and is coming from the side of Apostolic Church.

The point emphasized above makes this theme even more interesting. Although non-
Apostolic religious organizations are not in the most pleasant relationship with the Apostolic
Church, they respect and do not deny the significance of the ACC church in Armenian national
identity. Although they do not agree with the notion that being Armenian necessarily means you
must be part of the Apostolic Church, they understand the value and logic behind and respect it.
The two important historical factors are emphasized that allow to merge Armenian national
identity with the Apostolic Church: the importance of Armenians being the first Christian nation
and how the church preserved Armenians throughout the centuries. To answer the research
question, membership to religious minorities like Jehovah’s Witnesses, Mormonism, or WOL,
does not change the perceptions about Apostolic Church and its direct effect on Armenian
identity. The significance of the national church remains an integral part of Armenian identity

and the subjects stay loyal to the historical value of Apostolic Church. However, they do not
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necessarily see following it as a national duty or a requirement as of nowadays. Non- Apostolic
religious groups do not practice that membership, and view it as a historical circumstance, which
is worth the huge gratitude, but not necessarily the pursuit.

Lastly, the subjects stressed that the act of belonging to a non-Apostolic religious group
does not undermine Armenian national identity. This notion was based mainly on the argument
about the universal nature of Christianity, God, and that Christianity does not serve particular
nations. A hypothetical example brought by a WOL follower summed up this argument: if /
appear on a deserted island and there is no Apostolic Church that I can attend, does that mean I
am not Armenian anymore? (anonymous source, in discussion with author, March 26, 2025). As
mentioned by another WOL follower, Armenianness is not about participating in Apostolic
Church ceremonies. Sometimes, sarcastic comments were made about ACC and the uniqueness
of the national church was challenged and criticized. Another subtheme was the right to freedom
of thought and choice of religion, and how God gave people the freedom to choose. All in all, it
would be unlikely for followers of non-Apostolic Church to regard themselves not fully
Armenian solely based on their membership to alternative religious groups. What was expected

from these questions was their reaction and commentary on the topic overall.

Conclusion

National identity and religion are categories that are not static nor timeless. Therefore, it
would not be fair to look at both of them as absolute “actual” entities and discriminate against

people based on them. As a constructivist scholar, Brubaker’s may be appropriately applied to
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highlight the flawed and illogical nature of the discrimination towards non-Apostolic followers
about their Armenian national identity. Brubaker’s main argument in his book “Ethnicity without
Groups” is that ethnic, national, and racial groups are not timeless, fixed criterias, but rather
contingent and dynamic processes (Brubaker, 2006, p. 12). He also says that categories like race,
religion, nation are also not organic, pure phenomena and their boundaries and meanings shift
over time.

Armenian national identity is not a given entity nor is it absolute that national identity is
or should be intertwined with religious belonging. The statement that being Armenian
necessarily means being a part of the Apostolic Church is not a once and for all true formula. It
has been so in the past, but is prone to change over time. Membership to ACC arguably was a
deciding factor of Armenianness in the 5th century, when Armenia just accepted Christianity and
made it the main identity bases for its people. It was also a deciding factor from the 16th to 20th
century when Armenia was the only Christian country in the Muslim region and had to have
some form of distinction. However, as of nowadays, there is no potential danger or political
motive to require an Armenian citizen to strictly follow the Apostolic Church.

However, if we look at the nation as a political and symbolic construct that is
continuously politicized, maybe Brubaker would agree to add a religious element in the
Armenian sense of nationality. A category, in our case nation or religion, “is not automatically a
group, it is a potential basis for group-formation or groupness” (Brubaker, 2006, p. 12). Just
because you are Armenian you are not bound by group, unless you acquire certain qualities and
experience certain “group-making” processes. An example of a “groupness” or group making
process is seeking the worst outcome in the short run so as to bolster legitimacy or improve

prospects in the longer run (Brubaker, 2006, p. 12). Those processes involve appearing in attacks
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and battles, which galvanize group feeling, and ratchet up pre-existing levels of groupness
(Brubaker, 2006, p. 14). So, in this sense, yes, there were numerous efforts of preserving
Armenian national heritage and population, and moreover it has been actualized by the ACC.
There was a constant battle for Armenian survival, and the significance of the Apostolic clerical
elite in preserving national continuity in the absence of the Armenian state is immense.

Does this mean that in the case of Armenia the national belonging can implicitly or
explicitly be tied to a religious identity? Brubaker would say that this is an example that
categories such as nation and religion are politically charged and historically contingent. The
intertwinement of national and religious identity exemplifies Brubaker's theory that identities
operate as categories—formed by discourse, history, and institutional practices. What on the
other hand we can do is to examine how political actors, the media, history and even religious
institutions create this oneness as a category of inclusion and exclusion rather than presuming
that nation and religion are inherently one. Instead of fixed criterias, like nation and religion,
modern understanding of nationalism relies more heavily on people’s “imagination” of
themselves as part of the same national community. It was a messy process for Armenians, as
they entered their third millennium, with only language and religion as their basis of Armenian
culture and consciousness and had to construct the new Armenian national identity.

The question is what does all this picture entail and what conclusions and findings can be
useful to keep in mind or implement in reality. Looking at the literature about religious and
national identity in Armenia, we can clearly see an inclination towards a perennial interpretation
of Armenian national identity hinged on the religious element . It is widely accepted that based
on numerous historical factors the Apostolic membership goes hand in hand with Armenian

national belonging. As per the perennial paradigm, it accepts Armenian national identity as a
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historical and continuous entity, meaning it acknowledges its continuous synergy with Apostolic
Church. And this perspective is understandable owing to the huge efforts taken by the Armenian
national church to preserve Armenian people throughout centuries. This is a perspective mainly
propagated by the Apostolic Church, but whatever is on the other side differs drastically.

This research looked at the perceptions among Armenians who are not followers of the
Apostolic, but alternative Christian groups, Mormons, Jehovah’s Witnesses, followers of World
of Life. The outcome of this project’s interviews showed that these identities are perceived as
separated. There is still an acknowledgement of the importance of the ACC in the history and
national identity overall, but it is not taken as a mandatory requirement for shaping one’s
Armenianness. Respondents were critical of the mainstream viewpoint. While the literature is
grounded in perennialism, the findings open a constructivist and more modern framework to look
at the Armenian identity. Respondents voiced that the intertwinement of religious and national
identity is socially constructed, and the entire groupness is “artificial” and not natural. The
research suggests that whenever working and dealing with religious minorities a modern
approach needs to be adopted. It should be so, since the interviews revealed that alternative
religious organizations view nations not as timeless or natural entities, but as products of
historical processes. Armenianness is multilayered and the “true” Armenian identity will always
be a topic of debate. “Whatever the last refuge of the scoundrel may be, for Armenians
universally their own sense of security about what constitutes being Armenian is constantly
being challenged by confusion about the historical experience of their own people” (Suny, 2006,
p. 15).

This research also tackled the issue of the exclusivity and incommensurability of

Armenian national identity and alternative Christian waves. It is almost mainstream in the
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society’s thinking that “being Armenian” is reserved for those who follow Apostolic Church. The
differentiation and the exclusivity of Armenianness, gets more meaningful with the presence of
the other group, in this case non- Apostolic religious organizations. This taps into the idea of
nationalism requiring contrast and "othering". The tension between these two religious waves
can be explained with the acknowledgment that Armenian national identity is being defined not
only from within, but also from without. Establishing who are the foreigners to your national
community, heightens the nationalist sense (Triandafyllidou, 1998, p. 599). In the scope of this
project, detecting non- Apostolic Church followers as an outgroup, increases the sense of the
Armenianness of the Apostolic followers (ingroup). To avoid potential battles and
misunderstanding that emerge because of religious contrast in Armenia, more value needs to be
given to the ingroup formation. That is to the self-awareness of the Armenian community's
values, behavior, outlook to the world, and promotion of features that fellow Armenian nationals
share in common, rather than to the practice of “othering” (Triandafyllidou, 1998, p. 599).
Armenia is a “historic” country with an ancient ethnic population that has gone through a
long evolutionary phase. However, even in nations with deep historical and religious roots the
primordial or religious definitions of identity may not hold permanently. People may change
their religious beliefs over time, but their national identity can stay the same or even grow when
shared values, ethics, and social duty shape that identity. A question arises whether this may be
threatening to countries with similar historical development. Traditional nationalism usually
demands exclusive loyalty to its identity cornerstones, in Armenia’s case Apostolic Christianity.
However, my research shows that this evolution is not something to worry about. Findings
present that societies can accommodate religious variety without jeopardizing national unity.

First finding is that after joining their religious groups, non-Apostolic Armenians frequently
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become more involved in national affairs. Secondly, while acknowledging Apostolic heritage,
those followers keep it distinct from contemporary notions of Armenianness. The bigger “threat”
lies inside discrimination, not in faith, because it forces individuals to the periphery of national
identity. In ancient nations, the shift away from rigid religious notions of national identity is a
sign of adaptive resilience rather than a threat. Rather than destroying national identity, evolving
communities can modify it in ways that respect history, embrace change, and strengthen civic

engagement.
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Appendix A

Demographics of the interviewed people and their religious groups.

Religious Group | Age | Gender | Resided Education Employment
Places (present)
Word of Life 23 Female | Yerevan Architectural Public TV HR,
University- Event Manager
Service Tour
Word of Life 37 Female | Yerevan Yerevan State Prime Minister’s
University - Law | Office
Mormon Church | 23 Female [ Yerevan US Mormon N/A
(LDS) (grew up in University (BYU)
India)
Word of Life 67 Female | Echmiadzin, Soviet University | N/A
Yerevan of Fashion
Word of Life 22 Male Yerevan Plekhanov IT, Trade
University
Mormon Church | 23 Female | Yerevan US Mormon Genealogist
(LDS) University (BYU)
Jehovah’s 26 Male Sevan, then No higher Businessman of
Witness Yerevan education Solar Panels
company
Jehovah’s 33 Female [ Moscow, then | National IT
Witness Yerevan Polytechnic
University
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Mormon Church 19 Female | Yerevan US Mormon Freelance
(LDS) University (BYU) | Translator
Jehovah’s 32 Female | Gyumri Gyumri University | Makeup Artist
Witness - Finance,

Economy
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Appendix B

The questionnaire in English as well as translated into Armenian (since most of the interviews

were asked to be conducted in Armenian.)

Demographics

What is your age?

Pubh wwpblwb L2

What is your sex?

Ukn

What is your place of residence?

Npunky bf mopmd

What is your level of education?

Yppnipynd

What is your employment status?

Uﬂ;]ummm Gf nibkf

Religious Identity

1) Describe your experience with religion?

bl inpd nuGkE pnGh/ huduunfh hkn?

2) What is your experience with the Armenian Apostolic Church?
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NGg &f Jbpuphpoud Zmy wnwfkwhwb Eykgkgn6?

3) Describe your relationship with this religious group?

bhsuhup ugh dko bf YpnGulwb akp pipudnpiut hn? Cun & hufwfonod byligkgh?

4) How important is your religious identity to you?

Cuwn aliq, akp hGfGnipywl hupgnud npfwb E GpnGh ghpp?

5) Do you have friends who are adherents of the Apostolic Church? How do you
view their faith?

National / Religious Identity

6) What does being “Armenian” mean to you? In your opinion, what characteristics
define Armenian identity?

Qtp hwdwp h6s b Gowbulnud 1i6k) huy? PGsygbu YpGnpugpkf hugh h6fGnipyn6?

7) How do you feel when people say that being Armenian necessarily means you
must be part of the Apostolic Church?

NGg bf Jbpupnpfoed kpp wuncd kG, np hugkpp ghnf E hknbbG fhoyb 2oy Unofb oot Ejkgkgn6:
8) How does your religious identity influence how you perceive your Armenian
identity?

Perceptions
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9) How is your religious orientation looked upon by your family, community, friends?
10) Do you have closer personal relationships with Apostolic Armenian or adherents of

your own faith?

Uty cwn dnunfly & abp GpuGuluwt Jodph ph wnwflpwlut Eylglgne hfnlopgGlph hln?

11) Do you feel or have been treated differently by people because of your faith?

br[]:l kE, np omuplbkpp dkq wyy ab JEpmpkpkh abp hpnbuoljwb hngpdbnpnedwb qmmﬁmnnll?

Appendix C

The table of themes, with their assigned color, amount of participants mentioning it and quotes.

Theme Membership to any Religious identity does | The importance | Religion is a factor
Christian religious group not conflict with of religious of Armenianness
leads to flourishing of national identity identity proceeds regardless of
Armenian national over national membership to
identity identity alternative
Christian groups
Color Blue Yellow Pink Green

52




Amount of 7 10 8 5
Participants
Specific “I am no less of an “I don't agree that being “My religion “If there was no
quotes Armenian, i am a Armenian necessarily plays the biggest | ACC, there would

nationalist, and I became so
after 1 joined my church” (2)

“Armenianess is all about
family, after [ became a part
of church, i created a family,

thus I became more
dedicated to my nation” (2)

“My church has made me
learn to love my country,
nation and to serve your
country” (3)9
“Uni motto”

“After membership I
became a bigger patriot, and
started loving Armenian
more, because I am able to
separate human and his
deeds” (4)

Jehovah are not nationalist

)

“If others would do
everything to avoid paying
taxes, I wouldn't do that. As
a matter of fact I owe a big

business and am eager to
help my country. This is the
right way to show love to
your nation” (7)

Helping financially, taxes
(7,8,9)

I feel so bad for not paying
taxes (10)

means you must be part of
the Apostolic Church” (1)

“Because God is
universal, not only serving
Armenians and he gave
me a freedom of choice”

(DEXTH(E)(10)

Instead of protecting the
root, they protect leaves”

(7)

“Being Armenian is not
about participating in
Apostolic church
ceremonies” (2)

“This thinking comes
from close mindfulness
and from pain, like war”

3)

“I am a patriot, i have a
big pride in my language,
flag and Armenian
blood”(3)

“Christiniaty confirms
nationality, since it is
universal it is for all

nations” (4)

If I appear on a deserted
island and I do not attend
Apostolic church, does
that mean I am not
Armenian anymore?” (4)

“You can be excluded

role in everyday
decision making,
since I make the
decisions “in front
of God””’(2)(9)

“My religion
decides who I am,
I behave in a way

to have
Christ-like
attributes” (3)

I consider my
religious identity
as my intellect”

(4)

“Serving in my
church, is my
lifestyle, I come
here 3 times a
week and teach
the youth Bible”

(7)

First God, then
nation”(8)

First God, then
mother (10)

Religion is the
center of life”’(9)

be no Armenian
alive” (2)

“Armenian
patriotism is tightly
connected with
Christian faith” (4)

“I don't agree, but
respect and
understand that
there is the
viewpoint of
demanding
Armenians to
follow the
Apostolic
Church”(5)

“The birth of
Armenian nation, as
through acceptance

of Christianity is
important” (8)

“I don’t deny it has
helped us survive, I
respect it (9)

I can understand
when people say
that being
Armenian
necessarily means
you must be part of
the Apostolic
Church (9) uncle
situation
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“I grew in Russia,
And after membership in
my community, [ decided to
come back to my homeland,
because I got connected
with ti even more”(8)

“As a Russian Armenian,
who only spoke Russian, I
learned Armenian to spread
God’s word better” (8)

I felt a stronger sense of
being Armenian, after
coming to Mormon church

)

Mormons say- be a good
citizen, Mormons say (9)

from being Armenian you
are not Christian, and
Jehovah's Witnesses are
Christians” (5)

“Even though I am of
Mormon religion, I wanna
serve my nation” (6)

“You can’t pressure
people to find their own
truth” (8)

Armenian, is an Armenian
even if he is following a
different religion” (10)

“Bible doesn't require a
big love towards nation”

(10)

Appendix D

The interview notes with themes highlighted with colors(the theme colors shown in Appendix B)
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