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Bitlis is an ancient geography that has hosted important civilizations in the historical process. 
This region, which is dominated by a large number of Empires, kingdoms, principalities and 
similar administrations, is important for having a strategic structure. Both geographical structure 
of the region and being located on the important trade routes have caused a continuous ethnic, 
religious, economic and social mobility in the region. The historical and cultural wealth in 
question continued during the Ottoman Empire. In the Ottoman Empire, as in many parts of the 
Empire, it is seen that Muslims and non-Muslims live in unity and togetherness in Bitlis 
Province. However, it has been observed that some changes and transformations are experienced 
in Bitlis Province, especially with missionary activities. In this context, it is possible to say that 
ABCFM (American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions) has a serious impact on 
Christian communities in the region. In this study, the historical structure of Bitlis region also 
will be given. Then, during the period of Ottoman Empire, it will be informed about which 
ethnic groups lived in the region, the main characteristics of the population and the strategic 
importance of the region. In this context, demographic and ethnic structure of the region will be 
examined in the light of the sources. The study will also focus on the relations between different 
ethnic groups living in Bitlis Province. 
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Extended Abstract 

Bitlis region is located in an important geography which has been dominated by great civilizations in 
history. Among these civilizations, there were a large number of empires, kingdoms and principalities such as 
Urartians, Assyrians, Medes, Persians, Romans, Byzantines, Ayyubids, Armenian Kingdoms, Kurdish 
Principalities and Ottoman Empire. 

The district of Bitlis was inaugurated by the Seljuks in 1047. The Bitlis region was managed by 
juks, Ilkhans, Karakoyunlu, 

Akkoyunlu and Serefhans. This area later became under Ottoman rule during the reign of Yavuz Sultan Selim. 

During the period of the Ottoman Empire, Bitlis region had a very colorful and cosmopolitan structure, 
like many other parts of Anatolia. In this sense, the ethnic, religious and cultural color of Bitlis is frequently 
mentioned in many sources. Among these sources, the Ottoman Archives of the Prime Ministry, Year Books of 
Province, Court Records, Land Registry Books and Travel Books are in the first place. In addition to these 
records, it is possible to say that the records held by missionaries found in the region during the period in 
question have a special place and importance. As a matter of fact, it is possible to say that the region's 
population, economic and social structure as well as important information about education and religious 
structure are included in these records. In this region, it is known that the missionary organizations of many 
states, called Great Powers in history, also operate. The activities of ABCFM (American Board of 
Commissioners for Foreign Missions) in the region are important data for drawing the general framework of this 
period. 

During the Ottoman Empire, the majority of the population had a low literacy rate, economic problems, 
rural life, migrations, wars, difficulty in inter-regional communication, epidemic diseases. Because population is 
estimated form taxpayers  records, it is very difficult to talk about the demographic figure. Although the records 
are not definite, they provide important clues about the ethnic or demographic structure of the region in terms of 
the acquisition of an estimate or an idea. 

It is possible to say that there is an ethnic and demographic structure consisting of Muslims and non-
Muslims in the Bitlis Province until the last period of the Ottoman Empire. At this point, it can be said that the 
Yearbooks about the region contain comprehensive data about the ethnic and demographic structure. Especially 
Muslim and non-Muslim education, religion, administrative duty, military, commercial etc. their presence and 
activities in the areas are important in terms of revealing the ethnic structure of the region. However, another 
issue that should be considered here is that the ethnic structure shows differences in periodic terms. For example, 
it is seen that there are lots of documents in the archive sources showing Armenian population in this region 
frequently migrated to Iran, Russia and the USA, or that they entered the region from similar countries. 

It is observed that the changes and transitions between religions and sects have a significant effect on the 
Armenian population in Bitlis and reflected in the archives documents in the period from the Jesuit monks until 
the end of the 19th century. However, it is observed that the conflicts in the process of 1915 and before the 
events also affected the shaping of the ethnic and demographic structure of the region. Particularly the 
developments in Bitlis during the reign of Sultan Ab
period.  
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