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“VERADZENOUNT,

Boite Postale Oltomane,
INTRODUCTION

Several months after its foundation in 1912, the Constitutional Ramgavar
Party’s' University Students’ Union of Istanbul published Veradzenunt?
(Renaissance in Armenian) as its official mouthpiece. Back then, most of the
Istanbul-based Armenian political parties possessed their own publications,
which were expressions of and iconic symbols of modernity, owing to the fact
that they formed a crucial means of communication.

Veradzenunt began as a monthly periodical and maintained this status on
the whole with rare exceptions. Sometimes its publication was interrupted
because of year-end university examinations, and due to this, a few issues were
combined in one. Initially, Sahag Mesrob and then Setrak Dourgerian
undertook the gazette’s directorship.?

Various young Ottoman-Armenian intellectuals, mostly university students,
such as Roupen Gamsaragan, Levon Adjemian,* Armenag Haygouni,
Hovhannes Boghossian, Mikael Natanian, and Haroutyoun Kavoukdjian, to
name a few, wrote articles for the periodical.

Veradzenunt enabled Armenian youth to raise their voices and express their
opinions regarding a multiplicity of matters. Most of the written essays dealt
with political, social, scientific and literary issues. As the mouthpiece of the
Constitutional Ramgavar youth, the periodical also propagandized their cultural
and social activities organized in Istanbul, Egypt and various Anatolian
branches. Apparently, the periodical was also sent to places outside Istanbul
like Egypt, the USA, Europe and Russia.
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Naturally, printed in the heart of the Ottoman Empire, Veradzenunt was
very reactive towards internal and external Ottoman political events. Moreover,
as will be seen, it committed itself to the pluralist version of Ottomanism
(Osmantilik) and advocated for the Ottoman Constitutional regime. At the same
time, it also highlighted various aspects of Armenian national affairs.

The Constitutional Ramgavar Party is one of the under-examined Ottoman-
Armenian political organizations. In this paper, | intend to reflect on the
Ramgavar youth’s pre-WWI political thought, basing the reflections on
Veradzenount's issues of 1912 and 1913, which | was able to secure. | would
also like to note that the fate of the periodical is rather vague, since the last
issue at hand was that of November-December 1913.

OTTOMAN POLITICAL CONTEXT ON THE EVE OF VERADZENUNTS
'PUBLICATION

In the years 1912 and 1913, the Ottoman Empire passed through a period
of political turmoil. After the general elections of April 1912, through
manipulation and fraudulent practices, the Committee of Union and Progress
(CUP) dominated the Ottoman political scene down to the Empire’s
disintegration in 1918. Under the banner of the Ottoman Constitution, the CUP
gradually established a single-party regime,® which was more or less a
continuation of, rather than a rupture from, Sultan Abdul Hamid II’s reign.

Furthermore, in the same period, the Ottoman state was in the midst of a
series of devastating internal and external wars. The first was against the
ltalians in 1911-12 in Libya, followed by the Balkan wars in October 1912. As a
consequence of the ongoing armed conflicts, the Ottomans lost vast territories,
mainly in Europe.”

By this time, the Young Turks had also adopted a Turkish nationalist
ideology altering the pluralistic definition of Osmanlilik. The CUP’s stance
further complicated the turbulent situation by intensifying tensions between
Turkish and non-Turkish Ottoman factions, in view of the fact that the
minorities’ nationalist sentiments also reached their apex threatening the
Empire’s subsistence.®

To please his subjects and as a panacea for the fabricated elections of April
1912, on August 5, Sultan Resad called for new parliamentary elections.
However, the sudden eruption of the Balkan wars aborted them, keeping the
<CUP dominant on the Ottoman political landscape.®

THE OTTOMAN FATHERLAND (HAYRENIK) IN THE CONSTITUTIONAL
RAMGAVAR IMAGINATION

Like other contemporary Ottoman Armenian, Greek and Arabic
periodicals,'® Veradzenunt held an antagonistic attitude towards the CUP’s
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Turkish-oriented Ottoman nationalism. In fact, the Constitutional Ramgavars
backed Ottoman pluralism, which, of course, was better for Armenian interests.
They aspired to solidarity of the multi-ethnic Ottoman nation." According to
Levon Adjemian, one of the Ramgavar intellectual youth, collaboration and
cooperation between the various Ottoman factions paved the road for the
fatherland’s progress.™ The Ramgavars visualized Armenian existence within
the Ottoman realm." Being ‘Armenian alongside Ottoman’ was their philosophy
as they believed in dual identities.

However, the Ramgavars were not unique in this. As Rober Koptas has
insightfully stated, almost all of the Armenian political organizations operating
in the Empire advocated the constitutional regime and showed respect towards
the Empire’s territorial integrity.’s Like other Armenian and non-Armenian
subjects, the Ramgavar youth also pinned great hopes on the Ottoman
Constitution and parliament.

Abraham Lincoln’s “of the people, by the people, for the people” served as
their guiding spirit.'® Party members encouraged young Armenians to join their
ranks to fulfill their citizenship duties” and perhaps become modern through
displaying interest towards their vatan’s political life. Naturally, as a democratic
political group, in almost every editorial, the Constitutional Ramgavars
championed the people. For them democracy signified both engaging the
people in political life and working for their interests.!®

Despite the fact that the Consitutional Ramgavars lacked a representative in
the Ottoman parliament, their journal continuously threw light on Armenian
participation in the Empire’s constitutional life. As Koptas has suggested, the
Ramgavars constituted an elitist party that failed to attract the support of the
masses. Thereby, they remained in the shadows, since the CUP preferred to
forge alliances with the more popular Armenian Revolutionary Federation (ARF
or Dashnaks).”®

In June 1912, Veradzenunt expressed sympathy towards the election of
Dashnak partisan Arshak Vramian® as a deputy in the Ottoman parliament,
claiming that he represented Armenian interests.? From the Ramgavar point
of view, ideological and political rivalries were not as important as Armenian
national interests. Nevertheless, with the endorsement of intimate ties between
the CUP and the Dashnaks, the Ramgavars criticized and disapproved of the
ARF’s political acts.

Noting the CUP’s single-party monopoly and the Dashnaks’ collaboration
with their Turkish “brothers,” the Ramgavars called for multi-party political
rule, which would be much more beneficial to the entire Ottoman nation.2 In
its editorial of July 1912, Veradzenunt described the second constitutional
period as a form of “second oppression” following Abdul Hamid II’s reign.?
The same Hamidian political customs and practices still widely prevailed making
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no major difference, affirmed the journal. Hence, for the Ramgavar youth, the
structural change in the regime was nominal rather than real. The Dashnaks
and the Young Turks were accused of exploiting the people instead of serving
their interests.?

By the time Sultan Resad called for new elections, the Ramgavar
mouthpiece, being afraid of the Turkish nationalist stance that was leading the
country towards destruction, urged Armenian political organizations to form
alliances with anti-Ittihadist parties.” However, as previously mentioned, the
Balkan wars left the Ramgavar political dream unachieved. On the eve of the
wars, Veradzenunt demonstrated further hostility towards the “war-loving”
Dashnaks and Young Turks. The Constitutional Ramgavars dreamt of a
peaceful Ottoman homeland, devoid of wars and armed conflicts.? They also
warned the Dashnaks of their close relations with the CUP by reminding them

" of the recently perpetrated Adana massacres of 1909. Learning lessons from
the past was crucial to avoiding future pitfalls.?® They were right in their
judgment to a certain extent since, in 1915 and after, major mass murders were
committed against the Armenians.

As much as they were concerned with Ottoman territorial integrity, the
Ramgavars also sympathized with the nationalist movements of the Balkans,
stating that this was the road for their national existence.?® Perhaps this position
was taken to oppose the CUP’s Turkish nationalist approach. But, in July 1913,
when the war had terminated, Veradzenunt revised its anti-Ottoman state
position, claiming that it desired to observe the Ottoman Empire’s political
eminence (Osmanyan Gaystrutyan med: ks papakogh enk).*

In light of the Arab Nationalists’ Congress in Paris in 1913, Veradzenuntalso
celebrated the decentralizing calls in the Empire’s Arab provinces. It asked the
Ottoman government for the implementation of similar reforms in other
corners of the Empire.* Seemingly, the Constitutional Ramgavars had the
Armenian case at the back of their mind, but such reforms were aborted by the
sudden eruption of the First World War.

ARMENIAN NATIONAL LIFE FROM THE RAMGAVAR YOUTH PERSPECTIVE
In addition to expressing viewpoints concerning Ottoman politics,
Veradzenunt also highlighted and mirrored the prevailing social, political,

religious and educational undertones of the Ottoman-Armenian community.
= To begin with, the young Constitutional Ramgavars represented the
“conservative” “Europeanizing” ideas in Armenian political life. These two
terms are rather contradictory, but were presented to instill Western
democratic ideas among Ottoman-Armenians through explaining European
electoral processes, the Western scientific method, French Auguste Comte’s
sociological discipline, and Bergsonism, to name a few. But, at the same time,
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the Constitutional Ramgavars objected to the flow of foreign political ideologies
such as socialism and capitalism into Armenian communal life. They argued
that such political doctrines were successful in Europe, since they originated to
solve local conundrums. Ottoman-Armenians, for their part, were advised to
find solutions relevant to their own problems.?

Armenag Haygouni, one of the leading members of the Party, recorded that
Armenians had to replace their xenophile attitude with an Arab-style
xenophobic attitude, to maintain their own language and national identity. He
took Arabs as an example since, in his opinion, they lived in tribes and hence
refrained from interacting with foreigners or being influenced by them.3
Nonetheless, this is an overgeneralization, since not all Arabs were Bedouins
leading such lives and many were educated in foreign institutions and
influenced by Western ideas.

Apparently, to prepare “modern” youth and elevate the Ottoman-
Armenians’ social, political and economic status, the Constitutional Ramgavar
periodical guided young Armenians in applying to various Ottoman state-owned
higher educational institutions (such as the Ottoman Arts, Military Medical,
Military Veterinary, Commercial, Engineering, and Idadi schools as well as
other schools).** Moreover, the University Students’ Union also ran a
counseling office for the above mentioned-purpose.®®

Besides their conflicts on Ottoman political matters, the Constitutional
Ramgavars were also in constant disagreement with their Dashnak counterparts
over a variety of national issues. First, they were opposed to the ARF’s attempts
at politically manipulating Armenian educational institutions, which were
supposed to cultivate free thinking instead of brainwashing children with any
party’s ideology.®

Seeing themselves as members of an anti-revolutionary and anti-socialist
political party, the Constitutional Ramgavar youth also disapproved the idea of
merging revolutionary and educational activities. Singling out the assassination
of educator and ARF revolutionary Raphael Yeretsian in Van, Veradzenunt
accentuated the importance of engaging in one thing at a time. In the
periodical’s view, educating children signified a “peaceful” revolutionary
undertaking, owing to the fact that the educator empowered his pupils by
driving them out of ignorance.?” e

On one occasion, in August 1913, Veradzenunt also touched upon the
religious conditions of Cilician Armenians. Adjemian, the author of the article,
showed disappointment about the villagers’ lacking religious and national
consciousness. Moreover, he was alarmed at seeing the widespread educational
activities of Protestant and Catholic missionaries operating throughout Cilicia
with the aim of proselytizing the Armenians.® It is worthwhile to note that this
does not sound strange, since another Cairo-based contemporary periodical

637



called Miyutyun®® shared similar views in its “Problems of the Provinces”
(Kavari Tsaveren) section written by Mikael Natanian, the general secretary of
AGBU Cilicia.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, Veradzenunt serves as a crucial primary source in delving
into the political mindset of the Constitutional Ramgavar youth. Through their
organ, the young Ramgavars expressed their opinions regarding political,
social, educational and religious matters in the world surrounding them.
Generally speaking, they held a conservative, anti-socialist and anti-
revolutionary stance and followed what can be described as Western European
constitutional principles.

As previously mentioned, the Ramgavars advocated the Ottoman
constitution, condemned the Balkan wars, and verbally fought against their
Dashnak and CUP political rivals. They strained to preserve the Ottoman
Empire’s pluralistic nature, believing that various Turkish and non-Turkish
communities formed the one and only Ottoman nation. Moreover, they viewed
themselves in relation to other Ottoman subjects, mainly the Arabs.
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