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CrossMark

Armenians constituted one of the most significant ethno-religious minorities in
modern Iran, and the political transformations in the Armenian homeland—
particularly following its partition between the Russian and Ottoman Empires
during the Qajar period (1794-1925)—profoundly influenced their political
activism. Within this context, the Armenian Revolutionary Federation
(Dashnaktsutyun) emerged as a radical political party with a background in
armed struggle in the Caucasus. Concurrently with the intensification of the
Iranian Constitutional Movement (1905-1911), especially after the measures
taken by Mohammad Ali Shah Qajar (r. 1907-1909) against the
constitutionalists, the party aligned itself with the constitutional cause. The
principal research problem of this study is to examine the extent to which the
Dashnak Party contributed to the introduction and expansion of a discourse of
violence within the political culture of the Constitutional era. The necessity of
this inquiry stems from the importance of identifying the factors that
contributed to the radicalization of the political sphere and to the subsequent
failures of the nascent constitutional system. This research has been conducted
using a historical-analytical method and is informed by Samuel P.
Huntington’s theoretical framework of political order (Huntington, 1968). The
findings indicate that the organizational background and the model of armed
struggle adopted by the Dashnak Party played a significant role in reinforcing
violent tendencies within the broader constitutionalist movement.

Keywords: Armenians; Dashnak Party; Qajar; Discourse of Violence; Iranian
Constitutional Revolution.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The Iranian Constitutional Revolution (1905-1911) marked a decisive turning point in the
transformation of Iran’s political culture, introducing modern concepts such as constitutionalism,
citizenship, political participation, and organized party activity into a society historically structured around
patrimonial authority and limited civic engagement. Within this transformative context, ethnic and
religious minorities—particularly the Armenian community—played a significant and complex role in
shaping revolutionary dynamics. Armenians had long constituted one of the most influential ethno-
religious minorities in Iran, and their political behavior during the Constitutional era cannot be understood
without reference to broader transregional developments in the Caucasus and Ottoman Armenia. The
partition of Armenian territories between the Russian and Ottoman Empires intensified nationalist
mobilization and encouraged revolutionary organization among Armenian activists. The Armenian
Revolutionary Federation (Dashnaktsutyun), founded in Thilisi in 1890, emerged as the most organized
Armenian political movement and gradually extended its organizational networks into northern Iran,
especially Azerbaijan. Early Armenian political associations in Iran, influenced by socialist and nationalist
currents, facilitated the circulation of revolutionary ideas and publications and fostered political
consciousness among both Armenian and Muslim activists (Ahmadi, 1997; Lazarian, 2003). Armenian
participation in Iranian political struggles was therefore not accidental but rooted in long-standing
ideological, social, and institutional connections linking Iran to Caucasian revolutionary movements.
Contemporary observers noted that Armenians quickly aligned themselves with constitutionalist demands
for liberty and representative government, seeing the Iranian struggle as part of a broader regional
awakening against absolutism (Kasravi, 1974; Nateg, 1999). The emergence of Armenian revolutionary
structures within Iran coincided with expanding intellectual exchanges, labor migration, and political
communication between Baku, Tbilisi, and Tabriz, turning northwestern Iran into a crossroads of
revolutionary modernity (Barbaryan, 2006; Yazdani, 2009).

The historiography of the Constitutional Revolution has long acknowledged Armenian
participation but has rarely examined systematically how the organizational culture of the Dashnak Party
influenced the political ethos of the movement itself. Existing scholarship has tended either to celebrate
Armenian military contributions or to discuss individual figures such as Yeprem Khan without situating
them within a broader theoretical framework of political violence and institutional transformation. Studies
of the revolution highlight Armenian support for resistance movements in Azerbaijan and Gilan and
emphasize cooperation between Caucasian revolutionaries and Iranian constitutionalists (Afary, 2019;
Etehadieh, 1982; Malekzadeh, 1994). Memoirs and historical accounts portray Armenian commanders as
disciplined and effective organizers who strengthened revolutionary forces after the collapse of royal
authority (Amourian, 2006; Ra'in, 1971). However, the absence of accessible party archives and limited
publication of internal Dashnak documents have restricted deeper analytical inquiry. Scholars examining
the social origins of constitutionalist actors have focused primarily on lIranian elites, clerics, and
intellectuals, leaving the transnational dimension of revolutionary militancy relatively underexplored
(Alam, 2004; Adamiat, 2009). Consequently, an important analytical gap persists regarding the
mechanisms through which revolutionary organizations with prior experience in armed struggle
introduced new repertoires of political action into Iran. This study situates the Dashnak Party within
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Samuel Huntington’s theoretical perspective on political order, emphasizing how rapid political
mobilization in societies lacking institutional consolidation can produce instability and encourage reliance
on coercive strategies. The Armenian revolutionary experience, shaped by violence in the Caucasus and
resistance against imperial repression, constituted a political inheritance that influenced the Iranian
constitutional environment in significant ways.

The ethnic conflicts of the Caucasus in 1905 formed a crucial background to Armenian
revolutionary activism in Iran. These conflicts resulted from complex political, economic, and imperial
dynamics following the incorporation of the Caucasus into the Russian Empire. Rapid modernization,
industrial development in Baku’s oil industry, and uneven socioeconomic advancement generated tensions
between Armenians and Muslim populations, tensions further exacerbated by imperial divide-and-rule
policies (Sutyoski, 1987; Bayat, 1993). Russian authorities alternated between repression and
manipulation, encouraging interethnic hostility while simultaneously presenting themselves as guarantors
of security. Violent clashes in February 1905, including massacres lasting several days, radicalized many
Armenian activists and reinforced the legitimacy of armed self-defense within revolutionary ideology
(Yonansian, 2015). Newspapers and diplomatic correspondence of the period reveal widespread concern
that such conflicts might spread into Iranian territory, prompting intervention by religious leaders and
local authorities to prevent sectarian violence (Habl al-Matin, 1905; Ministry of Foreign Affairs Archives,
1944; Tarbiat, 1944). Iranian society, characterized historically by coexistence among diverse
communities, lacked a strong precedent for modern ethnic violence, making the Caucasian experience
particularly influential when revolutionary migrants entered Iran (Ordobadi, 2001). The migration of
political activists fleeing repression after the Russian Revolution of 1905 brought experienced militants,
organizational skills, and revolutionary tactics into the Iranian arena. Armenian participation in the
Constitutional Revolution thus represented not merely solidarity but the transfer of a political culture
shaped by conflict, clandestine organization, and armed resistance.

The Dashnak Party’s direct contribution to the success of the Constitutional Revolution manifested
through military organization, logistical support, and ideological cooperation with Iranian
constitutionalists. Following internal debate, party leaders concluded that supporting constitutionalism in
Iran could weaken regional absolutism and advance Armenian political aspirations. The Vienna Congress
of 1907 approved participation, and Armenian fighters were dispatched to assist revolutionary forces
(Amourian, 1976). Secret agreements between Dashnak representatives and Iranian leaders such as
Taghizadeh facilitated coordinated military action, with figures like Yeprem Khan emerging as central
commanders in campaigns culminating in the capture of Tehran (Thigat al-Islam Tabrizi, 1976;
Manoukian, 2004). Historical narratives describe Yeprem Khan as both a disciplined revolutionary and a
symbolic figure embodying cross-ethnic cooperation in pursuit of liberty (Malekzadeh, 1994; Ra'in,
1977). Armenian fighters supplied weapons, training, and organizational expertise, and Caucasian social-
democratic networks mobilized volunteers equipped with modern armaments, including explosives newly
introduced into Iranian political conflict (Shamim, 2008; Farahani, 2006). Tabriz’s proximity to the
Caucasus enabled constant movement of activists and ideas, reinforcing collaboration between Armenian
revolutionaries and Iranian freedom fighters (Barbaryan, 2004). This cooperation represents one of the
earliest examples of transnational revolutionary alliance in modern Middle Eastern history, illustrating
how political movements transcended national boundaries in pursuit of constitutional governance.
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Despite these achievements, the institutional weakness of Iran’s emerging constitutional order
created conditions under which revolutionary violence increasingly shaped political competition.
Theoretical reflections on violence distinguish between overt physical coercion and systemic forms
embedded within social structures (Zizek, 2013). Iranian political culture before the revolution
discouraged mass participation in governance, and the sudden mobilization of diverse social forces
produced intense factional rivalry (Alam, 2004; Amini, 2003). Contemporary observers described
parliamentary disputes marked by physical confrontation and rhetorical hostility, revealing the fragility of
newly formed political institutions (Hedayat, 1967; Majles Newspaper, 1860). Critics accused Dashnak
leaders of privileging party loyalty in recruitment and control of armed units, contributing to factional
polarization (Afshar, 1980). Armed groups associated with different political factions—including
Armenian fighters, Bakhtiari forces, and other militias—fragmented authority in Tehran and normalized
the presence of violence within political life. The assassination of prominent constitutionalist leaders and
growing reliance on coercion illustrated how revolutionary violence gradually shifted from opposition to
absolutism toward intra-revolutionary competition (Shamim, 2008; Forouhi & Talebi, 1998). Moreover,
widespread public misunderstanding of constitutional governance limited the development of democratic
norms, as many citizens lacked familiarity with parliamentary procedures or legal principles
(Dowlatabadi, 1992; Kasravi, 1974). Scholars argue that extremist factions lacking broad social support
often relied disproportionately on violence to maintain influence, further undermining institutional
consolidation (Adamiat, 2009). The arrival of additional Caucasian militants after renewed repression in
Russia strengthened armed networks and reinforced perceptions that revolutionary disorder was linked to
foreign-trained fighters (Barbaryan, 2004; Grantovski, 1980).

The analysis demonstrates that the Dashnak Party simultaneously strengthened and destabilized
the Constitutional Revolution. On one hand, Armenian revolutionaries contributed decisively to military
victories, organizational coherence, and the defense of constitutional achievements. On the other hand,
the transfer of revolutionary practices rooted in armed struggle introduced new patterns of political
behavior that intensified factional conflict and legitimized coercion as a political instrument. The diffusion
of militant organizational models into a society lacking stable party institutions accelerated the emergence
of a political culture in which ideological rivalry frequently escalated into violence. The Constitutional
experience thus illustrates the paradox of revolutionary modernization: movements seeking liberty and
constitutional governance may inadvertently cultivate practices that hinder democratic institutionalization
when political mobilization outpaces institutional development. The legacy of the Dashnak participation
reveals how transnational revolutionary networks reshaped Iranian political culture, leaving enduring
consequences for subsequent struggles over authority, legitimacy, and political order.

The Iranian Constitutional Revolution ultimately underscores the difficulty of balancing
revolutionary idealism with institutional moderation. The interaction between Armenian revolutionary
activism and Iranian constitutional aspirations produced both cooperation and tension, empowerment and
instability. The revolutionary generation succeeded in challenging absolutism and advancing
constitutional governance, yet the persistence of violent political discourse weakened prospects for long-
term institutional consolidation.
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