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Abstract:The Armenian philosophy is a significant part of the 
medieval Armenian spiritual culture. During the long centu-
ries without statehood, spiritual culture resources became de-
cisive in preserving, reproducing and developing the Armeni-
an identity. Based on the fact that the main institution, re-
sponsible for implementing this project, has been the Arme-
nian Church, we refer to this model of the Armenian nation, 
formed in the early Middle Ages, as a model of a cultural-
confessional nation. The Armenian spiritual culture, in gen-
eral, and the Armenian philosophy, in particular, are charac-
terized by their synthetic nature. Some elements of philosoph-
ical synthesis can be found in the patristic philosophy of Ez-
nik of Kolb. The philosophy of David the Invincible is a bril-
liant manifestation of universal synthesis, too. AnaniaShira-
katsi’s natural philosophy represents a synthesis of ancient 
scientific-philosophical concepts and the Christian world-
view. The Armenian medieval education system also has a 
synthetic character. 
 
Keywords: Armenian medieval philosophy, national identity, 
principle of synthesis, spiritual culture, cultural-confessional 
identity. 

* Correspondence  
Hovhannes SARGSYAN, HovsepEmin 
str., 123, Yerevan, Armenia 
E-mail: hovhannes.sargsyan@rau.am 

 
 
Introduction 
 
The Armenology is an interdisciplinary system 
of studies, a significant component of which re-
fers to the history of the Armenian philosophy. 
The establishment of the latter as a separate aca-
demic discipline took place in the second half of 
the 20thcentury, thanks to the efforts of V. 
Chaloyan, S. Arevshatyan, K. Mirumyan, and 
others. 

The strategic significance of Armenology to-

day is determined not only by a purely cognitive 
interest in the past but also by practical consider-
ations: on the one hand, it comes up to reconnect 
Armenians with the origins and values of their 
spiritual culture, and on the other, it is based on 
the objective to present the image of the Armeni-
an “cultural” nation to the world. In this context, 
understanding the place and role of the Armenian 
philosophy within the framework of the cultural-
confessional model of Armenian identity, which 
essentially continues to function today, becomes 
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especially important. 
 
 
Main Study 
 
At one time, building on the conceptual ideas 
formulated by such academicians as S. Arev-
shatyan (Arevshatyan, 1973) and K. Mirumyan 
(Mirumyan, 1994), we developed the concept of 
the cultural-confessional model of Armenian 
identity (Sargsyan, 2017). We concluded that, in 
conditions of complete or partial absence of 
statehood, the primary factors shaping Armenian 
national identity were cultural and confessional 
elements. In our view, this process of identity 
construction was the result of implementing an 
original nation-building project. Such a model of 
identity enabled Armenians to function as a 
unique networked nation, even without their own 
state. This also explains the phenomenon of the 
relatively stable diasporic network of Armenian 
communities that has endured for centuries. 

Understanding the identity of contemporary 
Armenians requires analyzing the historical spec-
ificities of the formation and development of the 
Armenian nation. Unlike most Western nations, 
where the primary actor in constructing national 
identity was the state (which we might term 
“state-based nations”), the Armenian case 
demonstrates the exceptional role played by cul-
tural and confessional factors (what we term the 
“cultural-confessional nation project”). On the 
one hand, this was due to the centuries-long ab-
sence of Armenian statehood. On the other hand, 
this model allowed the Armenian nation to thrive 
even while embedded within various imperial-
state formations. 

The identity of the Armenian nation is not an 
immutable given but a phenomenon that has un-
dergone a long and unique historical evolution. 
In this development, we observe both periods of 
revolutionary transformation and phases of isola-
tion and stagnation. In our opinion, the founda-
tions of modern Armenian identity were estab-
lished in the 4th-6thcenturies as a result of a 
unique identity policy: the adoption of Christi-
anity as a state religion, the process of sover-
eignization-nationalization of the Armenian 
Church, the invention of a national script, the 
creation of a distinct written culture, the estab-
lishment of a national education system etc. This 
model of Armenian identity, while inherently 

national in essence, simultaneously possessed an 
open and synthetic character. This openness al-
lowed Armenians to absorb the most progressive 
innovations of world civilization, enriching their 
identity while maintaining its national character 
(Sargsyan, 2011). 

This synthetic model, in which a nation re-
mains creative and keen for self-development 
even in the absence of its own statehood, where 
the primary resource for constructing identity is 
civilizational-cultural and religious-confessional, 
can be conditionally termed as a cultural-confes-
sional model of national identity. We believe that 
this model remains a core element of Armenian 
national identity even today. 

The identity of modern Western nations 
seems to be constructed differently. It is evident 
that the leading role in unifying identity here 
was, and continues to be, played by the state. 
Professor V. Achkasov titled a section of his 
book, where he addresses the formation of West-
ern European nations, as follows: “Western Eu-
rope: The State Creates the Nation, Not the Na-
tion the State” (Achkasov, 2014, p. 102). Nota-
bly, this mechanism, in our view, applies not on-
ly to Western European nations but to many oth-
ers as well. Various tribes and ethnic groups, 
uniting within emerging nation-states, underwent 
a form of political totalization (Ortega y Gasset, 
2003, p. 13), where political and civic values, 
rather than spiritual and cultural ones, played the 
defining role. Only later, having formed as civic 
nations, did these peoples, as a consequence, 
begin to create their distinct national spiritual 
cultures. This model of constructing national 
identity can be termed as the state-national iden-
tity model. 

The very act of adopting Christianity as the 
state religion (in 301 AD) can already be consid-
ered as a policy in which ideological and cultural 
factors were prioritized. By adopting Christiani-
ty, King Tiridates III erected an ideological bar-
rier against the ideological expansion of pagan 
Rome and Zoroastrian Iran. 

Subsequently, the threat of losing statehood—
or, perhaps, the realization of its inevitability—
compelled the nation’s political and cultural elite 
to shift their focus almost entirely to the cultural 
and ideological domain. They reinforced the na-
tional element in this domain to distinguish Ar-
menia, first within the broader context of a glob-
alized yet decaying Hellenistic world, and later 
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within the emerging and similarly globalized 
Christian world. A vivid expression of this ap-
proach is the process of the Armenian Church’s 
sovereignization. 

It is well known that Christianity is a world 
religion, inherently supranational, emphasizing 
universal human values. However, it is also 
known that the early Christian ecumenical 
church did not last long, fragmenting into nu-
merous autonomous (autocephalous) churches. 
These newly formed churches gradually acquired 
a national character, becoming national churches. 
To be national meant to be sovereign. Thus, the 
process of church sovereignization unfolded as a 
process of nationalization—acquiring a national 
character. 

One of the first to pursue a course of sover-
eignization and nationalization was the Armeni-
an Church. The sovereignization of the Armeni-
an Church became a tool of preserving and de-
veloping spiritual distinctiveness in the face of 
weakening, and later the complete absence of, 
national statehood. The process of sovereignizing 
the Armenian Church can be divided into three 
stages: organizational-administrative, liturgical, 
and doctrinal (Sargsyan, 2007). 

From the perspective of the formation of me-
dieval Armenian culture, the creation of the Ar-
menian script in 405 AD by MesropMashtots 
holds enormous significance. This phenomenon 
demands serious reflection. In 387 AD, Armenia 
was officially divided between the Roman Em-
pire and Sasanian Iran. Western Armenia (the 
Roman part) was turned into an ordinary prov-
ince of the empire, while in the Iranian part, alt-
hough an Armenian king, Vramshapuh, formally 
reigned, his power was purely nominal. By 428 
AD, the Armenian Arshakid kingdom ceased to 
exist entirely. Logically, a nation that had effec-
tively lost its independence should have entered 
a period of cultural stagnation, or possibly even 
degradation. Yet, the opposite occurred: not only 
was a unique alphabet created, but an unprece-
dented cultural renaissance began, ultimately 
earning this period the title of the “Golden Age” 
of Armenian culture. 

The creation of the Armenian script was driv-
en by two interconnected factors. First, it was 
necessary to achieve the liturgical sovereignty of 
the Armenian Church, translating church litera-
ture into Armenian and conducting rituals in the 
Armenian language. Second, it aimed to create 

and develop a national culture in the Armenian 
language as a powerful tool for fostering national 
identity. 

This task was extraordinarily challenging 
from both ecclesiastical and political perspec-
tives (Ormanyan, 2001, p.325; Mirumyan, 
2006). In the early Christian era, the official lan-
guages of the Christian East were Greek and Syr-
iac, while in the Western Christian world, Latin 
and Greek dominated. Using a local language for 
church rituals was considered heretical. Thus, it 
was crucial to skillfully navigate the tensions be-
tween the Greek and Syriac churches, as well as 
between Iran and Byzantium, to secure their 
“permission” to create and use a unique script. 
Through the efforts of Mashtots, with the support 
of CatholicosSahakPartev and King Vramsha-
puh, this mission was accomplished. 

With the creation of the alphabet, church ritu-
als and ceremonies began to be conducted in 
Armenian. Before the invention of the script, 
Hellenistic schools operated in Armenia, but a 
national education system now emerged. Arme-
nian schools became a spiritual synthesizing fac-
tor for a nation divided between Iran and Byzan-
tium. The school system became a critical chan-
nel for reproducing and developing Armenian 
identity, serving as a bridge between the ecclesi-
astical-political elites and society (Mirumyan, 
2019, p. 22). 

An unprecedented wave of translation activity 
emerged during this period. Initially, the Bible 
and all classical works of Christian literature 
were translated. Following this, a body of origi-
nal patristic literature was developed. The next 
phase focused on assimilating the cultural herit-
age of antiquity, a process associated with the so-
called “Hellenophile School.” While the term 
“Hellenophiles” (or “lovers of Greece”) is tradi-
tionally used, this activity was driven by the ur-
gent demands of national existence and, in this 
sense, bore a distinctly national character. The 
work of this school was necessitated by the ideo-
logical and doctrinal struggle against the Byzan-
tine Empire (and its imperial church). Thanks to 
this school, a rich body of scientific literature in 
the Armenian language was created. First, classi-
cal works of world scientific literature were 
translated and “Armenianized.” Notably, several 
ancient works have survived only in their Arme-
nian translations. Second, commentaries and in-
terpretations of classical works were produced. 
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Third, original Armenian scientific literature was 
developed. As S. Arevshatyan demonstrated, the 
Hellenophile School operated according to a 
structured program—grammar, rhetoric, logic, 
and so on (Arevshatyan, 1973, pp. 141-165) — 
indicating that the deliberate development of 
spiritual culture, designed to meet the needs of 
national existence, was part of a broader nation-
al-cultural project. 

The historiography and the philosophy of his-
tory occupied a special place in this emerging 
written culture. By the fifth century, Armenian 
historians were already articulating the idea of 
national sovereignty. Their arguments often rose 
to a philosophical level, transforming into a phi-
losophy of history. They justified the concept of 
national liberation struggles against foreign op-
pression and resistance to the ideological aggres-
sion of invaders. These ideas are evident in the 
works of Yeghishe and, especially, Movses 
Khorenatsi, who was the first Armenian thinker 
to attempt to create a conceptual model of na-
tional development—emergence, formation, and 
evolution. He philosophically argued for the Ar-
menian people’s natural right to possess a na-
tional state. Khorenatsi’s teachings represent the 
theoretical expression of an already well-formed 
national consciousness among Armenians. 

Thus, in the 5th-7thcenturies, a time when “cul-
tural darkness” began to dominate elsewhere, 
Armenia developed and actively advanced a spir-
itual culture rooted in ancient traditions. In the 
absence of statehood, cultural factors assumed a 
compensatory role, becoming the primary means 
of preserving and developing national distinc-
tiveness. This context explains the extraordinary 
rise of Armenian culture during its “Golden 
Age,” despite the profound political, economic, 
and social crises of the time. 

It is particularly important to emphasize that 
the Armenian culture developed in its native lan-
guage. This is a unique phenomenon for the 
“globalized” medieval period, during which cul-
ture predominantly evolved in a few “cultural” 
languages: Latin in the Western Christian world, 
Greek and Syriac in the Eastern Christian world, 
and later Arabic in the Islamic world. Only a few 
nations in the medieval period advanced their 
culture in their national language. 

As we can see, medieval Armenian culture, 
being a reflection of the nation’s existential reali-
ty, had a distinctly national character. This na-

tional orientation even influenced seemingly ab-
stract domains of spiritual culture, such as theol-
ogy and philosophy (Sargsyan, 2010). 

Another characteristic of medieval Armenian 
culture was its synthetic nature. This synthesis 
involved the fusion of spiritual (religious) and 
secular (ancient scientific and philosophical tra-
ditions) elements. A vivid manifestation of this 
synthesis was found in the sphere of education 
(Sargsyaan, 2011). Educational institutions, often 
attached to monasteries, were funded by the 
Church. Naturally, Christian literature was a sig-
nificant part of the curriculum, yet the core of the 
educational system remained the “seven liberal 
arts.” The trivium (grammar, rhetoric, logic) 
formed the first stage, while the quadrivium 
(arithmetic, music theory, geometry, and astron-
omy) formed the second. Thus, during an era 
when the traditions of ancient science and phi-
losophy were being forgotten throughout the 
Christian world, philosophy, logic, and natural 
sciences flourished in Armenia. 

This synthesis was already evident in early 
medieval Armenian patristic philosophy. In par-
ticular, the Eznik of Kolb (5th century) in his 
work Refutation of Heresies criticizes various 
doctrines, especially Zoroastrianism, and seam-
lessly combines the logical and philosophical 
tools of antiquity with the foundational principles 
of Christian teaching. 

The pinnacle of synthesis in early medieval 
Armenian culture was the work of the aforemen-
tioned Hellenophile School. The goal of this 
school was to quickly assimilate and synthetical-
ly integrate the key achievements of ancient cul-
ture into the framework of Christian medieval 
Armenian culture. The work of this school fol-
lowed a systematic program, further evidence 
that the nation’s cultural elite clearly recognized 
the importance of culture in preserving national 
identity. The activities of the Hellenophile 
School and the cultural synthesis it achieved laid 
the groundwork for the unprecedented cultural 
renaissance of Armenia during the 5th-7th centu-
ries, a period in which much of the Christian 
world was sinking into cultural “darkness.” 

The crowning achievement of the Helleno-
phile School in the realm of philosophy was the 
work of David the Invincible, particularly his 
renowned treatise Definitions of Philosophy. 
This work is a brilliant example of implementing 
a synthetic approach. The prominent Russian 
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thinker and expert on ancient culture, A.F. Lo-
sev, highlighted this synthesis in David’s meth-
odology. He described it as a virtuosity of 
thought that “strives, on the one hand, toward the 
smallest distinctions, and on the other hand, to 
elevate these minimal distinctions into a new 
universal synthesis.” David’s significance does 
not lie in proposing new specific ideas—these 
ideas were already present in the vast heritage of 
ancient thought. Instead, it is in his “virtuosic 
novelty of thinking.” From this perspective, Lo-
sev gave David exceptionally high praise, assert-
ing that even within the grand philosophical tra-
dition of antiquity, “it is very difficult, if not im-
possible, to find a thinker for whom philosophi-
cal virtuosity is a defining feature. (Losev, 1984, 
pp. 27-28)” It is no coincidence that Losev titled 
his article about David “The Philosophical-
Historical Feat of David the Invincible”. 

An analysis of medieval Armenian thought 
shows that David the Invincible’s universal and 
virtuoso philosophical synthesis became the 
methodological foundation for synthesis in more 
specific fields of knowledge. In the 7th century, 
an attempt at synthesis in natural philosophy and 
science was made by the renowned Armenian 
thinker AnaniaShirakatsi. Shirakatsi’s scientific 
interests were diverse, encompassing mathemat-
ics, geography, and calendrical studies. Howev-
er, from the perspective of synthesis, his cosmo-
logical views are particularly significant. Shira-
katsi was the only 7th-century thinker to adhere 
to ancient cosmological concepts, which he in-
terpreted through the lens of Christian dogma. 
His attempt to synthesize ancient and Christian 
cosmology enabled him to be one of the first in 
medieval thought to propose the idea of a natu-
ral-scientific justification for the existence of 
God (Sargsyan, 2003). He developed a cosmo-
logical argument for God’s existence, enriching 
it with natural-scientific and philosophical rea-
soning.  

The synthetic methodology developed by ear-
ly medieval Armenian thinkers remained founda-
tional in subsequent developments of Armenian 
medieval thought, manifesting in various fields 
such as natural philosophy, logic, theology, and 
more. In theology and church dogmatics, the 
synthetic approach was evident in the moderate 
positions taken on doctrinal issues. A moderate 
position incorporates elements of extreme views, 
striving to merge them organically. In the context 

of dogmatic disputes among confessions, such 
moderation allowed for flexible policies, skillful-
ly navigating between extremes. A prime exam-
ple of such a moderate synthetic stance in the 
Armenian Church is its formula of moderate 
Monophysitism. This position allowed the Ar-
menian Church to navigate between extreme 
Monophysitism and Dyophysitism while main-
taining its dogmatic sovereignty. 

The synthesis of extreme positions not only 
reinforced the Armenian Church’s theological 
independence but also exemplified the broader 
cultural tendency of Armenian thought to inte-
grate diverse influences into a cohesive whole, 
ensuring the preservation and development of 
Armenian identity through a creative and bal-
anced engagement with the broader intellectual 
currents of its time. 

Another manifestation of the synthetic ap-
proach among Armenian medieval thinkers was 
their adoption of moderate nominalism—a posi-
tion closely aligned with conceptualism—in ad-
dressing one of the central issues of medieval 
philosophy: the problem of universals (the rela-
tionship between the general and the particular). 
Moderate nominalism represents a synthetic 
stance that reconciles the extremes of radical 
nominalism and realism, asserting that the gen-
eral exists within things. This position was most 
fully developed by the renowned Armenian phi-
losopher and theologian of the late Middle Ages, 
GrigorTatevatsi. Through his resolution of the 
problem of universals, Tatevatsi provided a logi-
cal and theological argument for the sovereignty 
of the Armenian Church. He argued that a uni-
versal Christian Church could not exist without 
sovereign national churches, thereby reinforcing 
the unique theological position of the Armenian 
Church within Christendom. 

A unique figure in medieval Armenian cul-
ture is GrigorMagistrosPahlavuni (11th century). 
As a magistros of the Byzantine Empire (gover-
nor of the empire’s eastern provinces), he not 
only found time to translate scientific and philo-
sophical works from ancient Greek (e.g., Plato’s 
dialogues, Euclid’s Elements) and write original 
works (including textbooks for Armenian 
schools) but also established a higher educational 
institution that was mobile in nature. As Acade-
mician S. Arevshatyan noted: “According to the 
curriculum followed by GrigorMagistros, a sig-
nificant role in education was given to secular 
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sciences, with religious education complemented 
by diverse secular knowledge” (Arevshatyan, 
1982, p. 171). 

This synthesis of spiritual and secular educa-
tion later found its most vivid expression in the 
activities of Armenian medieval universities. 
Armenian universities (“vardapetarans”) were 
established within monasteries and funded by the 
Church and some noble houses. The most nota-
ble among them were the University of Gladzor 
(founded in the late 13th century) and the Uni-
versity of Tatev (14th–early 15th century). These 
institutions offered instruction not only in theol-
ogy but also in all the secular sciences known at 
the time, including philosophy, grammar, arith-
metic, geometry, logic, rhetoric, astronomy, and 
calendrical studies. Graduates of these universi-
ties were called “vardapets”, a unique phenome-
non in medieval Armenian culture. A vardapet 
was both a clerical rank and, in essence, an aca-
demic degree. Vardapets wrote and defended 
dissertations, earning the right to teach. These 
institutions embodied the synthesis of spiritual 
and secular elements, fostering an intellectual 
tradition that preserved and advanced Armenian 
culture and identity. The combination of rigorous 
theological study with a broad secular curriculum 
exemplifies the Armenian cultural elite’s com-
mitment to intellectual and cultural development 
as a means of national preservation. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
Deprived of statehood for centuries, the Armeni-
an nation focused on the preservation and devel-
opment of its identity. The cornerstone of this 
overarching goal was the maintenance of nation-
al-cultural distinctiveness, even while being inte-
grated into multi-ethnic and multi-confessional 
states and empires. Under such conditions, the 
cultural factor effectively became the primary 
means of preserving self-identity. However, this 
does not imply that Armenian culture was isolat-
ed or confined within its own boundaries. On the 
contrary, medieval Armenian culture was charac-
terized by its synthetic nature, creatively absorb-
ing the achievements of other cultures: Greek, 
Syriac, Greco-Christian, Latin-Christian, and 
even Arabic. Armenian thinkers dialectically jus-
tified the connection between the national and 
the universal, i.e. the national is a materialization 

of universal values, while the universal can only 
exist through the national. In this context, K.A. 
Mirumyan’s assertion is particularly interesting: 
Armenian culture was “national in form and uni-
versal in content” (Mirumyan, 2019, p. 21). 

Thus, synthesis is a defining feature of both 
medieval Armenian spiritual culture and its phi-
losophy. The synthetic nature of medieval Ar-
menian philosophy was an expression of a 
unique methodological approach and a distinct 
type of synthetic thinking. The principle of syn-
thesis served as a methodological framework for 
the complementary integration and organic 
merging of diverse elements. 
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