ASHOT SARGSYAN
FOREIGN POLICY AS A DERIVATIVE OF VALUE SYSTEM

In modern Armenian historiography and social scientific writings political orientation is often used as an explanation of Armenian foreign policy. As visualized in such texts, the beginning of such explanations is detected in events that occurred more than 2000 years ago. Such use of political orientation as an explanation is considered as an unavoidable and mandatory framework by a large number of writers not only to interpret history but also as a basis for contemporary Armenian foreign policy.

Let me begin my pointing out that “orientation” is itself a phenomenon that precludes policy. Choosing an orientation might be the last political step a country takes; once that choice is made, it is not possible to conduct any policy: other people will do it instead for you. 
Despite widespread belief to the contrary, the history of Armenia in essence is not a history of orientations. Interpretation of Armenian history based on orientation is nothing but a projection of ideological thinking of later periods into the distant past. This is particularly true of the Soviet period when a “Russian orientation” was offered consistently and without argument as the main anchor of the salvation of Armenian people. And in order not to leave it as an isolated case uniquely applicable to the modern period, ideologues applied the same phenomenon to the past and "found" it relevant also to ancient slices of history. 

The foreign policy of a state is determined by various circumstances, including the value system of the given society and of its political elite. In the case of Armenia one can detect the normative value of this statement beginning with the period of the Artashesian (Artaxiad) kingdom, from the second century BC. This chronological initial point is not so conditional. Because of the state-building efforts of King Artashes (Artaxias) I, Armenia acquired the resources of statehood that conditioned the persistent traditions and long existence of Armenian statehood as an active subject of international relations. 

Based on the writings of the Greek historian Strabo, the Father of Armenian history Movses Khorenatsi (Moses of Khorene) and records of modern historical science, the following components of that statehood resource can be delineated:

a) According to Strabo, after winning independence from the Seleucids, Artashes enlarged the borders of his state and within these borders his state was “monolingual.” The only part of that linguistic space that remained outside the initial borders, Tzopk, was annexed to Armenia subsequently, at the beginning of the rule of his grandson Tigran the Great (Tigranes II). Khorenatsi has four testimonies asserting the same that constitute a chain-system. According to Khorenatsi, by "our borders" one is to understand the territories populated by an Armenian speaking ethnos; the borders of the two spaces--state administrative and "Armenian speech"— are conceived as overlapping, and it is the natural right of the Armenian king to include Armenian speaking areas into his realm. In the Armenian political thought of the time, therefore, "monolingualism" was considered as an important factor and was thought of consciously as a basis for the strength of the state and was considered as an important attribute. 

b) The well-known radical reforms applied to State building conducted by Artashes constitute the second component. These reforms were aimed at the development of a clear and efficient system of the governance of the state, to make the state unitary, to support its unity, and to eliminate the dangers and conditions that might threaten its internal stability. Khorenatsi describes at length such endeavors as undertaken by the founder of the Arshakuni (Arsacid) dynasty; these evidently remind us of the measures applied toward state building by Artashes I. 

c) The third component was the presence of a critical mass of empowered citizens interested in statehood and sovereignty, the importance given to this fact by the authorities, and the care they displayed toward such citizen groups. Because of the increased power and wealth of the state, argues Khorenatsi, there was a marked increase in the welfare and the social status of all layers of citizens without any exception. 

d) The three components of statehood resources mentioned above were cemented with the fourth, the ideological putty. This was the state-centered value system that placed the idea of independence at its apex.

With such resources evolved a state covering a territory of about 300.000 km2 and with a population and political elite that had a clear sense of the “we” and “ours,” and that considered themselves part of a single political entity, civilization, and state structure. The statehood resource with its internal strength and solidity of its external borders became a reality that could not be bypassed; it was also recognized by the “others” – the neighboring states – including those that determined developments in world history - the Roman and Parthian Empires. 

The weight and well defined borders of the Armenian state are confirmed by the following facts:

a) Since 66 BC, in the agreement concluded between King Tigran of Armenia and Roman general Pompey in Artashat and in the later agreements, Armenia’s territorial losses are negligible and its traditional “natural” borders remain inviolable. 

b) Neither Rome nor the Parthian State succeeded in their understandable efforts to turn Armenia into one of their provinces.

c) Armenia does not tolerate rulers whose actions and policies do not proceed from the logic of the statehood resource and the interests of an independent, sovereign state. 
d) Irrespective of its status, Armenia maintained its significance as a decisive factor in the conflicts between the Roman and Parthian Empires and, later, the Byzantine and Persian Empires.

That is, the viewpoint that after Tigran the Great the foreign policy of the Armenian state becomes “orientational” is a concoction and does not correspond to the reality. Having the same statehood resource and state-centered value system at its basis, Armenian foreign policy displayed a classical manifestation of a policy based on realism (real politik) that supported the existence of Armenian State for six centuries. 

The state-centered value system is described best in the History of Armenians of Movses Khorenatsi. To the question who is the “we,” his work gives the following clear answer: first and foremost the people living inside the administrative borders of the state, the subjects of the Armenian king; or, in contemporary terminology, the citizens of the state. That “we” is separated from others by the state administrative borders, which are natural and complete if they include “our old” borders.  The kingdom, in other words independent statehood, constitutes the guarantor of the security of the borders, thus stands at the top of his value system. The rest are derived directly or as a mediated value from this logic and serve that goal. That is why Khorenatsi considers the biggest misfortune and danger for the nation the loss of the supreme value – the statehood, the kingdom. For Khorenatsi the roster of Armenian kings is not mere chronological information; it constitutes also the political and ideological axis of his history. Further, he cannot perceive the history of the people as anything other than the history of its statehood.
The work of the same fifth century chronicler Yeghishe, On Vardan and the War of Armenians, presents the second scale of value system that can be called church-centered or creed-centered. Here the supreme value, the guarantor of security and the preservation of the identity of the nation is the faith. The answer to the question “Who are we?” can only be one: first of all the Christians. In the case of creed-centered value system the subject of concern “we” is separated from “them” by faith, the boundaries of which can also be non-objective. 

Evidently Khorenatsi's value system is nothing short of a basis on which was anchored the “statehood resource” that supported its six hundred years old independence. The Father of Armenian History is the representative of the living carriers of that value system, its ideologue and propagator. Equally obvious is the fact that the new supreme value in the system represented by Yeghishe’s history is the new religion – Christianity.

How are these two systems differentiated as the basis for political behavior and, first of all, for foreign policy?

The first one has objective boundaries for “we,” the necessary guarantor of which is statehood, thus assuming a state based thinking. Accepting no absolute categories at its basis, this way of thinking enables one to adopt real and realistic policies, policies that take into consideration one’s own strengths and possibilities, without avoiding also temporary and necessary retreats and concessions for achieving one’s goal. 
The second system assumes categorical “given”s for political thought, that define a “we” whose boundaries may be also non-objective or communal, and the adequate defense of which can be secured by accepting creed as an absolute category. It is on this basis, which excludes realistic policy making that the communal way of thinking evolved, in contradiction with state based thinking. 

How did these two value system develop and what was their impact on Armenian political thought, political life and the quality of foreign relations in later centuries?  Based on Armenian historiography, one fact becomes clear: within the creed-based value system, the supreme value gradually becomes the monophysitic creed of the Armenian Church, rather than the universal Christian faith system. It may seem that the same historiography registers another fact: that after Yeghishe, his value system has been the basic and dominant one in Armenia; thereby, processes, events and political developments are determined and interpretable by his creed-based value system. But this is only an impression and does not correspond to reality. 

In spite of the absence of royal authority, the same political resource—that of statehood-- continued acting in real political life with its state-centralized value system, which testifies to its powerful traditions. Thus, foreign relations remained within the framework of realistic policy making on this basis. To achieve their goal of making Armenia a secured province deprived of ambitions, Persia,  Byzantium and the Arab Caliphates had to confront and take into account many times and for many centuries the accumulated and strengthened Armenian statehood resource—even though this was not expressed through royal authority—and, sometimes, to be defeated by it. 

Thus, the strong and repeated clashes with Persian, Byzantine and Arab authorities that started in mid-fifth century had more the characteristics of wars between two state units rather than of revolts. In Byzantine-Arab relations Armenia’s position remained independent. Even the fact that the Arab empire was Muslim and Byzantium Christian did not have an “orientational” meaning. Without any complexes Armenia fought against Byzantium with the support of the Arabs and accepted Byzantine support against the Arabs. That is, even after the end of the Arshakuni dynasty, in international relations the nakharar or nobility-governed Armenia presented itself confidently as a “side” and as a sovereign factor: in other words Armenia, with its state-centered value system continued acting and serving the interest of the “we,” defined as those living in the natural, incontestable borders. Under such circumstances, the reestablishment of the kingdom at the opportune moment was, in today’s terminology, just a matter of technicality; and that moment came in the second half of the ninth century. 

It is wrong to imagine that the creed-centered value system emerged as an alternative to the state-centered one and as a competitor with the latter. However, in foreign policy issues it is obvious that the two would be in conflict. As long as the elite that shouldered the  state’s political responsibility consisted of the secular nobility—whether of royalty or of the nakharar houses--, that elite was by and large able to compel the Church leadership to accept concessions, even in creed related matters, in support of a policy of realism. In the case of Armenian-Byzantine and Armenian-Georgian relations, these relate to the Chalcedonian issue, and in the case of relations with the crusaders the reference is to Catholicism. 

Parallel to the weakening of Armenian aristocratic families and disappearance of  an indigenous secular authority in Armenia, the Armenian Church became increasingly “compelled” to assume the functions of state and become the single most institution responsible for policy making. The creed-centered value system was placed at the core of this unique “spiritual state” and communal thinking became dominant. To the question “Who are we?” belonging to Armenian Apostolic faith becomes not only essential but also complete. Faith as a characteristic of national identity became a kind of peculiar “national ideology.” The Armenian Church replaced the state, at the same time became the axis of “national unity.” Whether in Armenia or in the four corners of the world, followers of Armenian Church creed considered themselves as full and equal members of one large community. 
Whenever, during the fourteenth to the nineteenth centuries pressures of foreign rule became harsher in Armenia, political thought--including that generated by the Church leaders--reached out to ideas of freedom. These ideas were turned into political programs and initiatives often by the Church leaders. Freedom projects were also developed “outside” – in Armenian communities abroad. Feeling as full and equal part of the same community, the same “spiritual state,” the Armenian Diaspora ascribed itself a right to be concerned with the destiny of the Fatherland and to direct it. In either case, such political projects to achieve freedom were inevitably based on the decisive support and role of a third force. At first European Christian states were considered such a force; later, Russia was included as well. Since the authors of these projects considered it impossible for Armenians to achieve freedom through their own efforts, they adopted the belief in the necessity of political orientation and turned it into one of the untouchable dogmas of Armenian political thought. Of course, under these circumstances it is useless to speak of foreign relations or foreign policy, as these are characteristic of relations between equal entities, but not when the actions of one side consist of requests and petitions to the others that are usually ineffective. 

The Armenian revolutionary organizations that emerged at the end of the nineteenth century challenged the Church and wrested from it the responsibility of the political leadership of the Armenian nation; yet they did so by simultaneously trying to situate themselves comfortably in the ready-made moulds of sanctified and hardened notions. The revolutionary doctrine as an essential value vied to replace the creed of the Church and to offer itself as a new national ideology. The political parties clamored for the role of the Church as an all-Armenian structure in order to secure national unity. As a rule, political projects and organizations were created outside historic Armenia. The Armenian Diaspora considered it its duty and right to decide the destiny of the Fatherland and its population. The "Armenian Question" was placed on the same footing as a categorical belief; from political issue it was transformed into a creed. The decisive role was once more ascribed to the third force. The objective of revolutionary organizations was achieving the decisive intervention of European Powers and Russia in solving the "Armenian Question." In their view, that intervention could be gained for the price of the maximum blood of Ottoman Armenians; their "revolutionary struggle" was aimed at that. Contrary to the principles of realistic policy-making and led by incongruous notions, their activities ended with huge calamities and irreversible losses. 

These principles, notions and models of thinking dominated also the period of the Republic of Armenia in 1918-20. The foreign policy of the First Republic, pursued on these bases, failed to achieve the minimum of the historic opportunities offered then and caused new losses, even though the leaders of that Republic often complained about the pressures from Diaspora Armenians. 

It is senseless to speak of foreign policy during the Soviet period. 

The creed-based value system that by now had become a tradition, the ensuing notions and models of “permanent friends” and “permanent enemies,” of the unavoidability of a political orientation, of resorting to the third force, and of "national unity," "national ideology,” and of determinant characteristics of "we", etc., were revised radically by the powerful Armenian democratic movement in 1988-90 and, particularly, in the program of All-Armenian National Movement organization representing it. After a long intermission, that was the first political program to be put into action that was based totally on the state-centered value system. The foreign policy of the new Republic of Armenia was also based on the same system from 1990 to 1998. A realistic policy compelled to seek the resolution of the Karabakh conflict as a political issue; as a result, it was possible to come very close to a resolution. The change of administration in 1998 was nothing less than the revenge of the traditional value system that precludes a realistic policy. In conformity with the unavoidable logic of the latter, Armenia’s new foreign policy-makers started to search for "orientations" again, and the question of Mountainous Karabakh lost its objective clarity of a political issue and was transformed into creed and placed in the context of an ideological system called "Hay Dat" ("Armenian Cause"). 

