
ABSTRACT 

VARDANYAN, GEVORG. Remembering Medz Yeghern: Armenian Genocide and Armenian 
Americans, 1890s –1965. (Under the direction of Dr. Tammy Gordon). 
 

Medz Yeghern has long been defined as a forgotten case of genocide for the interwar 

and postwar periods. While this definition was informed by international oblivion of that 

time, it also translates the assumption that Armenian Americans were either unwilling or 

unable to speak of their tragedy until the 1960s. Moreover, this overall image of a silent 

and inactive community can be traced back to the time of massacres. In fact, there is ample 

evidence that Armenian Americans and their organizations not only produced a powerful 

response to the genocide, but they deliberately made the remembrance of Medz Yeghern an 

important part of their public life. This dissertation explores the presence of the memory of 

the Ottoman violence among Armenians of the United States from the 1890s through 1965. 

Contextualizing the genocide memory as an important element within a larger Armenian 

American history, this work explores the emergence and development of the Armenian 

American remembrance by concentrating not only on survivors but also on communal 

institutions. Tracing the role of the Ottoman persecutions in Armenian immigration to the 

United States, this work discusses how Armenian American imagination of the Armenian 

nation and homeland intermingled with the memories of the catastrophe beginning in the 

1890s. Exploring Armenian American response to both the Hamidian and World War I 

massacres, this dissertation reveals how the practical concerns of Armenian Americans – 

ones that sought to stop the massacres and achieve a desirable solution to the Armenian 

Question – played a crucial role in the emergence and evolution of Armenian American 

remembrance. Looking at the interwar political, social, cultural, and economic trends in 

which Armenian Americans lived, this study analyzes how these factors influenced and 



transformed their memorial practices. This work concentrates on how Armenian 

Americans spoke, discussed, contested, and shaped collective memories of the Armenian 

Genocide, and how and why they commemorated and memorialized it. Finally, it examines 

how postwar developments, including the “reopening” of the Armenian Question, the 

Holocaust, the UN Genocide Convention, and the approaching fiftieth anniversary of the 

Armenian Genocide of 1965 further transformed and shaped Armenian American 

remembrance. Overall, tracing and examining a variety of commemorative practices, this 

study reveals that memory functioned for Armenian Americans to fight their individual and 

collective losses, to struggle for recognition of their tragic experience, to celebrate a distinct 

identity, as well as it served to achieve a strong institution and community building. This 

dissertation adds nuance to our understanding of the collective memory of the Armenian 

Genocide, revealing how it became an essential part of Armenian American public culture, 

as well as it complicates assumptions about silence and oblivion in the interwar and 

postwar periods.  
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Introduction 

In a statement on the Armenian Remembrance Day on April 24, 2021, President Joe 

Biden affirmed that “American people honor all those Armenians who perished in the 

genocide.” This statement recognized the mass murder committed a century ago as a 

genocide and shared the pain and honored the story of Armenian Americans. Their story, 

however, was not only about mass atrocities and survival but also how survivors and their 

descendants lived with the memories of the catastrophe and how they struggled for the 

recognition of their tragic experience. Well before the advance of genocide discourse in the 

mid-twentieth century, Armenian Americans had already a well-established history of 

memorial culture and social-political activism for their cause.  As the President put it aptly 

in the statement, Armenian Americans “have never forgotten the tragic history that brough 

so many of their ancestors” to the United States.1  

This dissertation explores how the memory of the Armenian Genocide has been 

preserved and interpreted among the Armenians in the United States. Specifically, it 

considers how those in the Northeast and California – places with the highest 

concentration of Armenians – have lived with the memories of the tragic past and how this 

uneasy past functioned for them in three distinct ways: to fight individual and collective 

losses, to achieve a recognition for their sufferings, and to celebrate a distinct identity. The 

project sheds light on how the Armenian Americans created a commemorative culture 

virtually from the ground up, which, however, has been shaped over a long period 

incorporating various elements from both American reality and other centers of Armenian 

 
1 The White House, “Statement by President Joe Biden on Armenian Remembrance Day, April 24, 2021,” 
accessed January 7, 2023, https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-
releases/2021/04/24/statement-by-president-joe-biden-on-armenian-remembrance-day/.  

https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/04/24/statement-by-president-joe-biden-on-armenian-remembrance-day/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/04/24/statement-by-president-joe-biden-on-armenian-remembrance-day/
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life from all over the World. It examines how various institutional players shaped the 

Armenian American remembrance with the process of contesting views on the past. 

The Armenian Genocide, originally known by Armenians as Medz Yeghern (“Great 

Calamity/Catastrophe/Crime”) refers to the mass deportations and massacres of the 

Armenian population of the Ottoman Empire during World War I and the following years 

(1915-1923).2 Scholarship on the Armenian Genocide also considers the Hamidian 

massacres in the 1890s as an important phase in the anti-Armenian persecutions in the 

Ottoman Empire. As a result of these atrocities, some 1.5 million Armenians were 

murdered, and hundreds of thousands of survivors scattered all over the World. 3    

The growth of the Armenian immigration to the United States was one of the 

consequences of the Ottoman atrocities against the Armenians. Although the first Armenian 

entered America in 1618 and many others did in the following centuries, the first major 

wave of Armenian immigration dates from the end of the intensification of anti-Armenian 

 
2 For more information on this term, see the following important study Vartan Matiossian, The Politics of 
Naming Armenian Genocide: Language, History, and “Medz Yeghern”(London: I. B. Tauris, 2021). 
3 There is a rich scholarship on the Armenian Genocide, and the topic is covered from a variety of 
perspectives analyzing and emphasizing various factors, such as continuity, contingency, religion, ethnicity, 
nationalism, imperialism, demographics, etc. Some of the most prominent works include: Vahakn N. Dadrian, 
The History of the Armenian Genocide: Ethnic Conflict from the Balkans to Anatolia to the Caucasus 
(Providence, RI: Berghahn Books, 1995); Warrant for Genocide: The Key Elements of the Turko-Armenian 
Conflict (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers, 1998); Richard Hovannisian, “The Historical 
Dimensions of the Armenian Question, 1878-1923,” in The Armenian Genocide in Perspective, ed. by Richard G. 
Hovannisian (New Brunswick and Oxford: Transaction Books, 1986):19–41; “The Armenian Genocide: 
Wartime Radicalization or Premeditated Continuum?,” in The Armenian Genocide: Cultural and Ethical 
Legacies ed. by Richard G. Hovannisian (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers, 2007): 3–17; Donald 
Bloxham, “The Armenian Genocide of 1915–1916: Cumulative Radicalization and the Development of a 
Destruction Policy,” Past and Present 181(2003 ): 141–191; The Great Game of Genocide: Imperialism, 
Nationalism, and the Destruction of the Ottoman Armenians (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005); Ronald 
Grigor Suny, “They Can Live in the Desert but Nowhere Else": A History of the Armenian Genocide (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 2015): Taner Akçam, The Young Turks' Crime against Humanity: The Armenian 
Genocide and Ethnic Cleansing in the Ottoman Empire (Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 2012), Fuat 
Dündar, Crime of Numbers: The Role of Statistics in the Armenian Question (1878-1918) (New Brunswick, NJ: 
Transaction Publishers, 2010); Raymond Kevorkian, The Armenian Genocide: A Complete History (London: I. B. 
Tauris, 2011). Benny Morris and Dror Ze'evi, The Thirty-Year Genocide: Turkey’s Destruction of its Christian 
Minorities, 1894–1924 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2019) 
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policy in the Ottoman Empire in the last quarter of nineteenth century. The Annual Report 

of the Commissioner General of Immigration, 1924 indicates that 50,294 Armenians entered 

the United States between 1899 and 1914.4 During the genocide and following years – from 

1915 through 1924 – 24,179 Armenian survivors entered the United States.5  Between 

1924 and 1965, another 25,000 immigrants came to America.6 Nevertheless, the 

persecution was not necessarily the only reason for pre-1915 immigration. Some reached 

the United States for economic reasons, while others came from Russian Armenia.7 

However, the official data indicates that the increase of the numbers of immigrants usually 

coincided with the intensification of the anti-Armenian policy in Turkey.8 This means that 

although the Armenian American community was not entirely a by-product of the 

Genocide, the great majority of immigrants directly or indirectly experienced the Turkish 

persecutions.9  

The memories of the destruction of their families, homes, and homeland have 

always been interwoven – both explicitly and implicitly – with the lives of Armenian 

Americans. They have travelled a long and difficult path with these memories about 

 
4 See The Annual Report of the Commissioner General of Immigration (Washington: Government Printing 
Office, 1924), 114–115. 
5 Ibid., 113–114.  
6 Anny Bakalian, Armenian-Americans: From being to Feeling Armenian (New Brunswick: Transaction 
Publisher, 2011), 11. 
7 In his recent work, historian David Gutman foregrounds socio-economic factors in Armenian migration for 
the period between 1885 and 1915. See David Gutman, The Politics of Armenian Migration to North America, 
1885–1915: Sojourners, Smugglers, and Dubious Citizens (Edinburg: Edinburg University Press, 2019). 
8 There were two waves of mass atrocities in the Ottoman Empire before the genocide of 1915: the Hamidian 
massacres in the 1890s and Adana massacres in 1909. In addition, the period between 1912 and 1914 was 
another active phase of the Armenian Question. 
9 In this project, I use the word “community” with caution. This concept is ambiguous with varying meanings 
in different situations. In their attempts to define the concept, various authors place emphasis on any 
common characteristic that unifies people: spatial, ecological, institutional structure, cultural system, 
interactional components, etc. Instead of emphasizing any of these aspects, it is important to note that 
memories about the past, including those of their sufferings, were one of the common characteristics shared 
by most Armenian Americans. For more details, see Clark, D. “The Concept of Community: A Re-Examination.” 
The Sociological Review 21 (1973): 397–416. 
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individual and collective losses from the days of the genocide to the present. This uneasy 

century started with the relief works for their fellow countrymen and participation in 

resistance against the perpetrators during World War I and has reached to the point where 

both Houses of the Congress, as well as the US President Joe Biden recognized their tragic 

experience as a genocide, respectively in 2019 and 2021. At the same time, their concerns 

about the past have always been in confrontation with the Turkish official position that has 

denied their sufferings, therefore attempting to distort and erase the remembrance. 

However, the denial of their suffering has not weakened their commitment to the memory, 

and memory has become a new kind of resistance against the perpetrators.  

This focus on the past has had different and even contradictory expressions among 

Armenian Americans. Existing works indicate that many Armenians had symptoms of what 

later came to be known as posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD). These symptoms included 

intrusive memories, avoidance, negative changes in cognitions and mood (including 

“survival syndrome” – a feeling guilty for not having done more to help others), and 

changes in emotional reactions.10 They point out both the involuntary presence of memory 

and the efforts to avoid them. However, the extent to which people were traumatized, and 

therefore the severity of the attendant syndromes, varied from person to person. 

Moreover, as this work indicates, many survivors did not avoid their memories but 

deliberately made them a part of their daily lives. Survivors transmitted their personal 

 
10 Overall, these symptoms included involuntary remembering of the traumatic past, the feeling of trauma’s 
recurrence, cognitive problems related to the trauma, avoidance or attempts to avoid all kind of external 
reminders (people, places, activates, events, etc.) that arose distressing memories, etc. This mental health 
condition was recognized by the American Association of Psychiatrists in the third edition of Diagnosis and 
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorder in 1980. See American Psychiatric Association, Diagnostic and Statistical 
Manual of Mental Disorders, 3rd ed. (Washington, DC: 1980). Since 1980, a lot of research has been conducted 
on the symptoms of the PTSD.  For more details, see American Psychiatric Association, Diagnostic and 
statistical manual of mental disorders, fifth ed. (Washington, DC: 2013), 271–280. 
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memories to their children and grandchildren both consciously and unconsciously. 

Consequently, the past was present in their daily lives regardless of their attitude toward it.  

While individual memories of survivors constitute the basis of the Armenian 

American remembrance, its collective meaning and performance has largely been shaped 

by community organizations, including the Armenian Church, political parties, and 

compatriotic unions. Despite the varying perspectives on the past, overall, these 

institutions played an instrumental role in keeping the community in its preoccupation 

with the past, especially in a longer historical perspective. On the one hand, these 

organizations had been nurtured by the memories of individual survivors, and their 

descendants, reinforcing their drive to preserve, commemorate, and memorialize the 

national tragedy. On the other hand, the community institutions organized and led this 

process emphasizing and shaping the purposes thereof.  

Despite the Armenian American transgenerational commitment and communal 

efforts, it has been assumed that the Armenians began to remember their losses only after 

1965 – the fiftieth anniversary of their atrocities – because it brought about new public 

attention to the past.11 This assumption can be reinforced by the statements concerning the 

invisibility of the Armenian Genocide in the pre-1965 period that appeared in almost every 

work dealing with this topic. The widespread notions of being forgotten and silenced have 

become nearly accepted truth. Yet, the followers of this “truth” have said little about the 

state of memory in this period. This study aims to complicate such assumptions and claims, 

 
11 This assumption can be reinforced by considering several important events in the following decades: the 
onset of the international recognition of the Armenian Genocide, the rise of Holocaust studies and its 
consciousness, Armenian guerilla (ASALA) actions against the Turkish diplomats in 1970s–1980s, the entry of 
professional study of the Armenian Genocide into Western Academia since 1980s, etc.    
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demonstrating that despite the scant attention scholars have paid to the pre-1965 

condition of the genocide memory, there is ample evidence that the memory had been “in 

work” in communal life during this period. The project intends to demonstrate that 

Armenian American remembrance did not just happen in or after 1965, but rather had 

evolved over decades with changing context.  

Another widespread assumption is that the Armenians remember their genocide 

exactly the same way they did in the past, considering it as a static entity. Following this 

assumption, it appears that there is no difference in memory practices, between, say, in the 

1930s and the 1960s. The idea of static memory disables historical understanding of 

collective meaning of traumatic memory hindering a proper balance between continuity 

and change. This is the second, and perhaps the most important concern of this study. The 

project plans to historicize the Armenian Genocide memory concentrating on the Armenian 

American case. Namely, the dissertation places the Armenian Genocide memory in a larger 

historical context considering multiple social, economic, cultural, and political factors that 

impacted on and shaped the transmission, circulation, mediation, and reception of that 

memory. 

The concerns that emerged from my reading of the scholarship have served as the 

initial point of departure for this project that seeks to provide a different story about the 

memory in the period between the genocide and 1965. My dissertation asks: how has the 

memory of the Armenian Genocide been preserved among the Armenians in the United States 

from the time of massacres to its fiftieth anniversary in 1965? However, the main question 

would be accompanied with sets of sub-questions to guide my inquiry. The first set of 

questions that is of special interest to me is the following: how did the Armenians 
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remember their ethnic tragedy? What words did they use, what actions did they undertake 

to remember the painful past? How did they define various ways to remember and 

commemorate their genocide? What is the role of Armenian American institutions and how 

did they shape the public memory of the Armenian Genocide. How did memory function for 

Armenian American organizations? And finally, how can a thorough study of the condition 

of memory in pre-1965 period change our understanding of post-1965 memorialization 

and struggle for international recognition of the genocide? How did the Armenians define 

various ways for political recognition of the genocide in the United States? How did the 

memory of the Armenian massacres evolve during this period?  

The second set of questions is related to the agency of Armenian Americans. While 

the existing literature about the US response to the Armenian Genocide examines and 

covers almost all major aspects of the issue starting the observation of the US policy in the 

Ottoman Empire in the late nineteenth century to the American humanitarian efforts and 

salvation of the large numbers of orphans during and after World War I, and even US 

complicity in genocide denial in the aftermath of the tragedy, no work discusses the 

response of the Armenian Americans to the Genocide. How did they react to the disastrous 

fate of their brethren? What actions did they undertake to help and save those who had 

faced the genocide (if any)? How did their perception of the past shape their present and 

how did the present change the ways they recall the past? Or, put differently, how did their 

current concerns shape their recollection of the past, and how did the memory of the 

catastrophe shape their communal life? 

This dissertation offers arguments that are theoretical and historical contributing to 

the study of Armenian American history. For the theoretical level, by focusing on Armenian 
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American institutions, this dissertation argues that while Armenian Genocide was a 

trauma, its public memory went beyond the perspectives of the survivors, and has been 

shaped by multiple social, political, economic, and cultural factors in which Armenian 

American community and its institutions operated. By tracing and exploring these factors, 

the dissertation reveals the memory process from individual to collective trauma and its 

public performance. On the historical ground, the project opens the texture of memory in 

the period between the genocide and its fiftieth anniversary, labeled by many scholars as 

“silent” or “forgotten.” It argues that Armenian American remembrance did not just happen 

during the fiftieth anniversary in 1965 but went through major transformations and 

changes from the 1890s through 1965. The dissertation unfolds the deeds and words the 

Armenians employed to make the memory a part of their daily life offering insight into 

commemoration and memorialization of this period.  

 The main periodization of the project – including the years when the Ottoman 

persecutions against Armenians has been carried out – stretches from the 1890s to 1965. 

This period traces a complex history of communal remembrance with a reciprocal 

interaction between the past and the present. In this long period, this study foregrounds 

the agency of Armenian Americans and their individual and collective efforts to 

commemorate and memorialize the tragic side of their history. These efforts were directed 

to fight losses; to define a shared sense of identity; to mobilize fellow compatriots for 

recognition of their sufferings and resistance against the denial; and efforts to impact on 

American domestic and foreign policy in support of Armenian life within and outside the 

United States.    
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Historiography 
 

Although many scholars have written on the Armenian Genocide over the last 

hundred years, producing a body of sophisticated scholarship – one of the richest of those 

of twentieth-century genocides – nevertheless, many of its aspects have remained under-

explored.12 The observation that scholarly work on the Armenian Genocide “still addresses 

matter of historical fact” made by sociologists Frank Chalk and Kurt Jonassohn thirty years 

ago still seems up-to-date.13 Even now, more than a century after, scholars continue to 

confront the deniers, who have not only political and economic power but also power over 

sources. Yet, hegemonic power and its claim on history can be challenged not only by 

focusing on the event itself, but by looking at the memory thereof. Beyond being a 

“therapeutic alternative to historical discourse,” – as one scholar put it – memory could 

complicate our understanding of the event in a larger socio-historical and socio-political 

context.14   

Despite the lack of comprehensive studies on the memory of the Armenian 

Genocide, it has still received some scholarly attention. Overall, the secondary sources on 

the topic can be grouped into three large categories. The works that consider memory as a 

central aspect of investigation constitute the first group. In this sense, the pioneering 

 
12 See, for example, the following historiographical reviews: Ronald Grigor Suny, “They Can Live in the Desert 
but Nowhere Else": A History of the Armenian Genocide (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2015): 367–
375; Hans-Lukas Kieser, “Armenians, Turks, and Europe in the Shadow of World War I: Recent 
Historiographical Developments,” in Der Völkermord an den Armeniern, die Türkei und Europa/ The Armenian 
Genocide, Turkey and Europe, ed. Hans-Lukas Kieser and Elmar Plozza (Zürich: Chronos Verlag, 2006): 43–59;  
Bedross Der Matossian, “Explaining the Unexplainable: Recent Trends in the Armenian Genocide 
Historiography,” Journal of Levantine Studies 5-2(2015): 143–166; Narine S. Hakobyan, "Western English-
language Historiography of the Hamidian Massacres (1970s-2010s)," Ts‘eghaspanagitakan handes [Journal of 
Genocide Studies] 8, no. 2(2020): 96–120. 
13 Frank Chalk and Kurt Jonassohn. “The Holocaust.” in The History and Sociology of Genocide: Analyses and Case 
Studies (Yale University Press, 1990), 328. 
14 Kerwin Lee Klein, “On the Emergence of Memory in Historical Discourse,” Representations, No. 69, Special 
Issue: Grounds for Remembering (Winter, 2000): 145. 
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attempts of Richard Hovannisian, one of the leading Armenian American historians, is 

remarkable. Since the 1980s, he has edited several important books – The Armenian 

Genocide in Perspective, 1986; The Armenian Genocide: History, Politics, Ethics, 1992; 

Remembrance and Denial, 1999; Looking Backward, Moving Forward: Confronting the 

Armenian Genocide, 2003; and The Armenian Genocide: Cultural and Ethical Legacies, 2007. 

In these collections of essays, there are chapters addressing memory from the perspectives 

of various academic disciplines. These attempts were primarily, though not exclusively, 

focused on Armenian Americans.15 

In The Armenian Genocide in Perspective, Richard Hovanissian notes that only after 

1965 the descendent of the survivors could “penetrate the wall of silence” and began to 

struggle for the international recognition of the Genocide.16 This became possible because 

“many younger Armenians, affected by the transgenerational trauma of genocide, became 

involved in political and demonstrative activities.”17 In Remembrance and Denial, 1999, 

Hovannisian elaborates on this argument and pinpoints the relationship between the 

memory and the denial of the genocide. He argues that on the eve of the World War II, “the 

Armenian Genocide had virtually become the ‘forgotten genocide.’”18 He also contends that 

the Turkish strategy for that period was to silence the past with the hope that the 

 
15 Richard Hovannisian, ed.  Armenian Genocide In Perspective (New Brunswick, US and Oxford, UK: 
Transaction Books: 1986); The Armenian Genocide: History, Politics, Ethics (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 
1992); Remembrance and Denial: The Case of the Armenian Genocide (Detroit, Michigan: Wayne State 
University Press, 1999); Looking Backward, Moving Forward: Confronting the Armenian Genocide (New 
Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers, 2003); The Armenian Genocide: Cultural and Ethical Legacies (New 
Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers, 2007). 
16 Richard Hovannisian, “Foreword,” in Armenian Genocide In Perspective, ed. Richard Hovannisian, ed. Richard 
Hovannisian (New Brunswick, US and Oxford, UK: Transaction Books: 1986), 2. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Richard Hovannisian, “Introduction,” in Remembrance and Denial: The Case of the Armenian Genocide, ed. 
Richard Hovannisian (Detroit, Michigan: Wayne State University Press, 1999), 15–16. 
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descendants of the survivors eventually would forget this crime. At the same time, 

Hovannisian believes that the Armenians continued to remember, and that they 

commemorated their losses through requiem services and programs but “in this they were 

alone.”19 

The reflections on memory in these volumes mostly, though not exclusively, include 

perspectives of psychology, literary studies, and oral history. For example, psychiatrists 

Levon Boyajian and Haigaz Grigorian made preliminary observations on the psychological 

impact of the genocide on Armenian Americans. Relying on the concept of trauma and 

following the scholarship on the Holocaust, they identified three major expressions of what 

they called “survivor syndrome”: survivor guilt, anxiety syndromes, and reactive 

depression. According to them, the heavy impact of trauma is conditioned by the fact that 

the genocide was an experience for all Armenians and its ongoing denial keeps this impact 

alive.20 In the same collection, Donald Miller’s and Lorna Touryan Miller’s essay uses oral 

history research to explore genocide memory – later they developed their essay into a 

book. Based on interviews with 103 survivors in California conducted fifty years after the 

genocide, the book not only affirms a strong presence of genocide memory among the 

Armenian Americans, but also categorizes the survivor responses into six groups: 1) 

“avoidance and repression,” 2) “outrage and anger,” 3) “revenge and restitution,” 4) 

“reconciliation and forgiveness,” 5) “resignation and despair,” 6) “explanation and 

rationalization.”21 While both works demonstrate the presence of traumatic memory 

 
19 Ibid. 
20  Levon Boyajian and Haigaz Grigorian, “Psychosocial Sequelae of the Armenian Genocide,” in The Armenian 
Genocide in Perspective, ed. Richard Hovannisian (New Brunswick: Transaction Books, 1986), 178, 183–184. 
21Donald E. Miller and Lorna Touryan Miller, “An Oral History Perspective on Responses to the Armenian 
Genocide,” in The Armenian Genocide in Perspective, ed. Richard Hovannisian (New Brunswick: Transaction 
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among survivors and their descendants, they do not elaborate on how memory was 

preserved and transmitted to the larger Armenian American public.     

More work has been done in the field of literary studies, offering a critical depth to 

the understanding of the condition of memory within the community. Beyond several 

essays in the books stated above, the most important works in this vein include Margaret 

Bedrosian’s The Magical Pine Ring: Culture and Imagination in Armenian American 

Literature, Khachig Tölölyan’s Armenian-American Literature, Rubina Peroomian’s The 

Armenian Genocide in Literature, The Second Generation Responds, and Lorne Shirinian’s 

Writing Memory: The Search for Home in Armenian Diaspora Literature as Cultural Practice. 

While these works consider literature as both depository and a way of representation of 

memory, they also place the genocide memory in the center of the diasporic Armenian 

identity.22  

Hovannisian’s volumes have laid the foundation for the future developments in the 

study of the Armenian Genocide memory. Other scholars writing on memory in various 

disciplines have interpreted memory within the framework envisioned by Hovannisian. 

Journalist Michael Bobelian’s Children of Armenia: A Forgotten Genocide and the Century-

 
Books, 1986), 187–204; Survivors: An Oral History of the Armenian Genocide (Berkeley, Los Angeles, and 
London: University of California Press, 1999), 158–160. 
22 Margaret Bedrosian, The Magical Pine Ring: Culture and Imagination in Armenian American Literature 
(Detroit, MI: Wayne State University Press, 1991); Barlow Der Mugrdechian, “Across the Chasm: From 
Catastrophe to Creativity,” in The Armenian Genocide: Cultural and Ethical Legacies, ed. by Richard 
Hovannisian (New Brunswick: Transaction Books, 2007): 65–80; Khachig Tölölyan, “Armenian-American 
Literature,” in New Immigrant Literatures in the United States: A Sourcebook to Our Multicultural Literary 
Heritage, ed. Alpana Sharma Knippling (Westport, Connecticut and London: Greenwood Press, 1996): 19–42; 
Rubina Peroomian, The Armenian Genocide in Literature, Perceptions of those who Lived Through the Years of 
Calamity (Yerevan: AGMI Publication, Collage Publishing House, 2012); The Armenian Genocide in Literature, 
The Second Generation Responds (Yerevan: AGMI Publication, Collage Publishing House, 2015); Literary 
Responses to Catastrophe, A Comparison of the Armenian and the Jewish Experience (Atlanta Georgia: Scholars 
Press, 1993); Lorne Shirinian, Armenian-North American Literature: A Critical Introduction (Lewiston, NY: 
1990); Writing Memory: The Search for Home in Armenian Diaspora Literature as Cultural Practice (Kingston, 
Ontario, Canada: Blue Heron Press, 2000). 
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Long Struggle for Justice explores the aftermath of the Genocide concentrating on the fate of 

the survivors and their descendants. This work is primarily concerned with the trauma 

they bore and the actions they undertook in the state of the Turkish official denial and the 

realpolitik related to the Turkish integration into NATO. With an emphasis on Armenian 

Americans, this book sheds light on the manifold of actions of the latter directed to the 

recognition of the genocide mostly in the second half of post-genocide century. For the first 

decades after the genocide, however, Bobelian raises uncertainty about the causes that “led 

to decades of silence in which one of the greatest international human rights disasters 

faded into a distant memory.” Comparing the widespread awareness about the Armenian 

massacres in American public in the 1910s and early 1920s with the situation in the 

following decades, as well as taking the Truman doctrine and realpolitik created by the 

latter into account, he projects the international silence onto the silence within community, 

and eventually sees the genocide as a forgotten realm at least till 1965.23  

One of the few monographs entirely devoted to the memory of the genocide is that 

by historian Vahagn Avedian that has been published recently.24 However, this work does 

not concentrate on the Armenian American experience. Avedian notes that the traumatic 

past became an issue on the public agenda after “decoupling of the trauma from its 

psychological foundations,”25 but similar to other authors, he does not offer an analysis of 

 
23 Michael Bobleian, Children of Armenia: A Forgotten Genocide and the Century-Long Struggle for Justice (New 
York, London, Toronto, and Sydney: Simon & Schuster, 2009), 120. 
24 Vahagn Avedian, Knowledge and Acknowledge in the Politics of Memory of the Armenian Genocide (New 
York: Routledge, 2018), 
25 Ibid, 78. Avedian borrows an approach from Saul Friedländer who calls this phenomenon “third generation 
effect.” Saul Friedländer, while discussing this phenomenon for the Jewish case, notes, “…this past became 
even more present, particularly, it seems, for the third postwar generation, the "generation of the 
grandchildren," following the fierce debates of the 1980s in Germany, known as ‘the historians' controversy,’ 
and as an indirect sequel of the downfall of communism and German reunification.” See Saul Friedländer 
“History, Memory, and the Historian: Dilemmas and Responsibilities.” New German Critique, no. 80 (2000): 3–15. 
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how it occurred and how traumatic memories were preserved, mediated, transmitted, or 

circulated among the Armenian Americans. Moreover, given the more global dimension of 

his study, objectively, there are not detailed accounts of many important aspects of 

Armenian American remembrance and commemoration.   

The second category of secondary sources includes works tackling the issues of 

history of the Armenian Americans and the US response to the Armenian Genocide. Almost 

all works in the first vein implicitly or explicitly reflect on the genocide. In The Armenian 

Community, Sarkis Atamian devotes a chapter to the observation of the intra-communal 

political and ideological struggles, illuminating a presence of different perspectives on the 

past, present, and future among Armenian Americans in 1920s–1940s.26 Robert Mirak’s  

Torn Between Two Lands: Armenians in America, 1890 to World War I explores pre–1915 

history, but it is useful for understanding the emergence and development of the Armenian 

community structure in America.27 In Armenian Americans: From Being to Feeling 

Armenians, Anny Bakalian pays more attention to the presence of genocide memory among 

Armenian Americans. Building on the findings of the aforementioned scholars, Bakalian 

sees the “centrality of the Genocide in Armenianness.”28 Although these works do not 

concentrate on genocide memory, they are helpful for comprehending the extent to which 

it has been present within the community.  

The US response to the Armenian Genocide is both well documented and 

considerably studied. Henry Morgenthau, US Ambassador to the Ottoman Empire from 

 
26 Sarkis Atamian, The Armenian Community: The Historical Development of a Social and Ideological Conflict 
(New York: Philosophical Library, 1955). 
27 Robert Mirak, Torn Between Two Lands: Armenians in America, 1890 to World War I (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1983).  
28 Anny Bakalian, Armenian-Americans: From being to Feeling Armenian (New Brunswick: Transaction 
Publisher, 2011), 347–360. 
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1913 to 1916, published Ambassador Morgenthau’s Story in 1918, a memoir about his 

diplomatic career in Turkey, in which he shed light on many important aspects of the 

genocide and on the United States policy toward the Armenian Question.29 Two important 

collections of documents – The Armenian Genocide in the U.S Archives 1915-1918 and United 

States Official Documents on the Armenian Genocide –  have served as an invaluable source 

for scholars to study the Armenian Genocide and US response to it.30 Samantha Power’s “A 

Problem from Hell”: America and the Age of Genocide,  Peter Balakian’s  The Burning Tigris: 

The Armenian Genocide and America’s Response; Simon Payaslyan’s United States Policy 

toward the Armenian Question and the Armenian Genocide; and America and the Armenian 

Genocide of 1915, edited by Jay Winter, are very helpful for understanding the various 

aspects of American attitude and actions during the genocide.31  

Poet and scholar Peter Balakian’s work mostly discusses the events from the 1890s 

to 1920s. However, the Epilogue of the book, titled “Turkish Denial of the Armenian 

Genocide and U.S. Complicity,” has several important points that is of special importance 

for this project. First, for Balakian, it was in the 1930s, when “the Armenian Genocide 

disappeared into the black hole of historical amnesia in the United States.” The causes 

include the absence of “social and political environment in which to create a public 

discourse for the memory of 1915.” Second, he anticipates that the 1965 moment emerged 

 
29 This book is also an important primary source about of Armenian Genocide. See Henry Morgenthau, 
Ambassador Morgenthau’s Story (Garden City, New York: Doubleday, Page and Company, 1918). 
30 Rouben Adalian, ed., The Armenian Genocide in the U.S. Archives, 1915–1918 (Alexandria, Virginia: 
Chadwick-Healey, 1991) (microfiche compilation). Ara Sarafian, United States Official Documents on the 
Armenian Genocide, Vol.1–3 (Watertown, Massachusetts: Armenian Review 1993–1995). 
31 Samantha Power, “A Problem from Hell”: America and the Age of Genocide (New York: Basic Books: 2002); 
Peter Balakian, The Burning Tigris: The Armenian Genocide and America’s Response (New York: HarperCollins, 
2003); Simon Payaslian, United States Policy toward the Armenian Question and the Armenian Genocide 
(London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005); Jay Winter (ed.), America and the Armenian Genocide of 1915 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003). 
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in a new environment that included several important developments outside of the 

Armenian American community – the Nuremberg Trial, Raphael Lemkin’s coining the word 

“genocide” based on the Armenian case as a primary example which eventually led to the 

adoption of 1948 UN Genocide convention, the increasing Holocaust awareness and rising 

scholarship thereof. Third, for the Armenian Americans, in particular, this new 

environment also included the African American Civil Rights movement, the anti-Vietnam 

War movement, and a new focus on trauma conditioned by the consequences of the 

Vietnam War. As the discussion of the ways these aforementioned factors contributed to 

the rise of awareness of the Armenian Genocide are out of scope of his work, he does not 

concentrate on them. Although one cannot hear the voice of the Armenian Americans in 

this chain of factors - how they contributed to the rise of this awareness – Balakian offers a 

very useful framework to look at the outside factors that are critical to comprehend the 

Armenian “national revival” in 1965.32 

Works on the American response to the genocide that have more emphasis on  

humanitarian efforts, include Merrill D. Peterson’s “Starving Armenians”: America and the 

Armenian Genocide, 1915–1930, Kaith David Watenpaugh’s Bread from Stones: The Middle 

East and the Making of Modern Humanitarianism; Charlie Laderman’s Sharing the Burden: 

The Armenian Question, Humanitarian Intervention, and Anglo-American Visions of Global 

Order; Keith Pomakoy’s Helping Humanity: American Policy and Genocide Rescue.33 With a 

 
32 Balakian, The Burning Tigris, 376–379.  
33 Merrill D. Peterson, “Starving Armenians”: American and the Armenian Genocide, 1915–1930 and After 
(Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2004); Kaith David Watenpaugh,  Bread from Stones: The Middle 
East and the Making of Modern Humanitarianism (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2015); Charlie 
Laderman, Sharing the Burden: The Armenian Question, Humanitarian Intervention, and Anglo-American 
Visions of Global Order (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019); Keith Pomakoy, Helping Humanity: American  
Policy and Genocide Rescue (Lanham, MD: Lexington Book, 2011). 
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few exceptions, these works address the response of US authorities and American public, 

either overlooking or paying little attention to the response of the Armenian Americans. 

 

Memory Studies, Collective Trauma, and Public History 
 

Modern inquiries into the essence and expression of trauma goes back to the works 

of psychologist Jean Martin Charcot, Pierre Janet, and Sigmund Freud, who explored the 

negative consequences of “traumatic memory,” what they termed as dissociation, – a 

splitting of consciousness – thus contending that it is not physiological but rather 

psychological in nature. Psychiatrists observed “shell shock” syndrome during World War I 

and made efforts to help soldiers to overcome various problems related to their 

psychological instability. These early scholars also understood that any person could be 

affected by the war and that trauma is a natural response to sufferings thereof.34 Following 

this early psychological language, later studies provide a bit more complex, though clinical, 

definition to trauma – “an event in the subject’s life defined by its intensity, by the subject’s 

incapacity to respond adequately to it, and by the upheaval and long-lasting effects that it 

brings about in the psychical organization.”35 These early authors and especially Freud, – 

with the concepts they developed, such as dissociation, repression, unconscious – clearly 

indicated trauma’s individual, rather than social implication. These studies did not provide 

a sufficient framework for understanding how people collectively remember trauma. 

 
34 For more details about the origin and the development of the concept and the works of Freud and Janet, see 
Ruth Leys, Trauma: A Genealogy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000). 
35 Jean Laplanche and Jean-Bertrand Pontalis, The Language of Psycho-Analysis, trans, Donald Nicholson-Smith 
(New York: W. W. Norton, 1973), 465. 
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Scholarly interest in trauma as collective experience gained more momentum in the 

second half of the twentieth century.  World War II, the Holocaust, and the Vietnam War 

produced traumas that affected large numbers of peoples. Survivors of the Holocaust with 

their traumatic memories and the World War II veterans with “combat stress” became 

objects of more scholarly investigations. The Vietnam War provided another cohort of 

individuals, who experienced and faced an incapacity to return to civilian life after the war. 

The syndromes of trauma of Holocaust survivors and combat trauma were included in the 

diagnosis of posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), which was recognized by the American 

Association of Psychiatrists in the Diagnosis and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorder 

(third edition) in 1980.36 This recognition legitimated the concept in academia, and was 

largely popularized by the founding efforts of literary scholars Cathy Caruth, Shoshana 

Felman, Geoffrey Hartman, and psychiatrist Dori Laub in the 1990s with their research on 

Holocaust memory. Despite some differences, these scholars explained trauma as a specific 

experience that because of its horrible nature disable the human to express it, and instead 

of remembering, survivors again go through it. Like Freud decades earlier, they explained 

individual and “collective” trauma the same way․37 Other scholars, such as historians Saul 

Friendlander, and especially Dominick LaCapra, demonstrated more historicist approaches 

to trauma, but not only psychological vocabulary, such a belated return of repressed, 

 
36 American Psychiatric Association, Diagnostic and statistical manual of mental disorders (3rd ed.) 
(Washington, DC, 1980). 
37 Cathy Caruth, Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative, and History (Baltimore, MD: The John Hopkins 
University Press, 1996); Trauma: Explorations in Memory (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
1995); Felman, Shoshana and Dori Laub, Testimony: Crises of Witnessing in Literature, Psychoanalysis, and 
History (New York: Routledge, 1992), Geoffrey H. Hartman, "On Traumatic Knowledge and Literary Studies," 
New Literary History 26-3 (1995): 537–563; The Longest Shadow: In the Aftermath of the Holocaust 
(Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1996). 
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dominated in their explanations of the appearance of Holocaust memory in the popular 

discourse, but also they sacralized trauma, making it a sublime event.38 

These developments in trauma theory in the 1980s and 1990s, as my discussion of 

the historiography of Armenian Genocide memory has shown, had a major impact on the 

Armenian case. The scholars dealing with the memory of Armenian Genocide, have used 

this methodological framework not only to explain the popularization of Armenian 

Genocide memory in the second half of the twentieth century, but also to explain the 

alleged “silence” before 1965. Like their colleagues working on Holocaust memory at that 

time, they either overlooked or paid scanty attention to the political, social, and sometimes 

even the cultural context of the memory process. In the Armenian case, academics also had 

to deal with the Turkish denial, thriving not only in the political realm but also in Western 

academia.39 Arguably, Armenian scholars were wary of engaging in explaining the political 

context, because of the potential attacks by deniers. Their concentration on survivors’ 

voices was a safer way to explain memory process. Essentialism dominated the research.  

Yet, in the last two decades, memory scholars have examined the uneasy relations 

between individual and group recollection of tragic events or traumatic experiences. Two 

important conceptual contributions among them stand out well. First, Marianna Hirsch has 

conceptualized the transgenerational transmission of traumatic memory. What she calls 

“postmemory” describes the relationship that the “generation after” bears to the personal, 

 
38 Saul Friedlander, Memory, History, and the Extermination of the Jews of Europe (Bloomington, Indiana 
University Press, 1993); Dominick LaCapra, Representing the Holocaust: History, Theory, Trauma (Ithaca, NY: 
Cornell University Press, 1994); History and Memory after Auschwitz (Baltimore, MD: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1998). For the critique of their works, see Kerwin Lee Klein, “On the 
Emergence of Memory in Historical Discourse,” Representations, No. 69, Special Issue: Grounds for 
Remembering (Winter, 2000): 139. 
39 For more details, see Roger W. Smith, Eric Markusen, and Robert Jay Lifton. "Professional Ethics and the 
Denial of Armenian Genocide," Holocaust and Genocide Studies 9, no. 1 (1995): 1–22. 
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collective, and cultural trauma of those who came before – to experience they “remember” 

only by means of the stories, images, and behaviors among which they grew up. 

Postmemory’s connection to the past is thus actually mediated not by recall but by 

“imaginative investment, projection, and creation.” In the first part of the book, discussing 

narrative fiction and visual artwork by second-generation Holocaust survivors, she argues 

that family tropes function as central mechanism of trauma’s transmission. After familiar, 

she discusses affiliative transmission. She argues that images become iconic because 

repetition actually produces (and not screens) trauma in the viewer. In other words, 

images of Holocaust operate as mediators of traumatic (post)memory, that can transcend 

family framework of the survivors and transmit its memory to a larger public.40 

While Hirsch’s approach is useful to explain transmission of memory across 

generations, some other studies have further nuanced the relations between the individual 

and collective trauma, concentrating especially on the mediation of memory. More 

specifically, new studies have paid more attention to the social dimensions of collective 

traumas. Ron Eyerman, Arthur Neal, and Jeffrey Alexander have emphasized the ideological 

facets of trauma.41 While Neal acknowledges the political nature of trauma, Alexander and 

Eyerman argued that collective trauma – they use the term “cultural trauma” – is socially 

 
40 Marianne Hirsch, The Generation of Postmemory: Writing and Visual Culture After the Holocaust (Columbia 
University Press, 2012), 4–5. It should be noted, though, that the issue of transmission of traumatic memory is 
a subject of hot debates. For example, Amy Hungerford questions the transmissibility of traumatic memory. 
See Amy Hungerford, The Holocaust of Texts: Genocide, Literature, and Personification (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2003), 114–115. 
41 See especially the following works: Jeffrey C. Alexander, "Toward a Theory of Cultural Trauma," in Cultural 
Trauma and Collective Identity, ed. Jeffrey Alexander (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2004), 1–
30; Jeffrey C. Alexander, Trauma: A Social Theory (Cambridge: Polity, 2012); Ron Eyerman, "Cultural Trauma: 
Slavery and the Formation of African American Identity," in Cultural Trauma and Collective Identity, ed. Jeffrey 
Alexander (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2004), 60–111; Arthur G. Neal, National Trauma and 
Collective Memory: Extraordinary Events in the American Experience (London: M. E. Sharpe, 2005). 
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constructed and emphasize the public narratives around trauma. By doing so, these 

scholars do not argue that cultural or collective trauma is imagined or artificially created 

but try to highlight the differences between the psychological nature of individual trauma 

and social dimensions of collective trauma.42 In other words, these scholars recognize 

cultural and political factors, as well as the mediation of trauma by institutions and their 

structures.43 

The social implications of group remembering has been explored by French scholar 

Maurice Halbwachs who introduced the concept of “collective memory” as a socially 

constructed notion. According to him, individuals remember by relying “on the frameworks 

of social memory,” – families, religious groups, and social classes.44  He argued that while 

still individuals and not institutions remember, these individuals operate in groups with 

specific context, and always remember relying on that context.  While Maurice Halbwachs’s 

“collective memory” operated within certain social frames, French historian Pierre Nora 

elaborated on how collective memory works in larger frameworks, such as nations, 

attaching collective memories to certain places. His major introduction to the field was his 

influential concept of “les lieux de mémoire” or sites of memory, where national memory 

was rooted.45 The “third phase” in Memory Studies, as German memory scholar Astrid Erll 

put it, has overcome methodological nationalism in memory research, and has shown how 

 
42 As Jeffrey Alexander put it, “cultural trauma occurs when members of a collectivity feel they have been 
subjected to a horrendous event that leaves indelible marks upon their group consciousness, marking their 
memories forever and changing their future identity in fundamental and irrevocable ways.” See Alexander, 
"Toward a Theory of Cultural Trauma," 1. 
43 See especially Alexander, Trauma: A Social Theory, 2–4.  
44 Maurice Halbwachs, On Collective Memory (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992[1925]), 182. 
45 Pierre Nora, “Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire,” Representations, no. 26 (Spring 1989): 
7–8. 
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memory operates beyond and across the borders of nation states, which clearly applies to 

diasporic communities as well.46 

Whether memory works in social frames, within national borders or transnationally, 

a growing body of scholarship is dedicated to the crucial role of memory in the formation of 

identity and community building. Benedict Anderson demonstrated how memory 

functioned to create a deep sense of “national past” and a sense of continuity, thus playing 

an essential role in the formation of “imagined political communities.”47 Similarly, Jan 

Assmann and John Czaplicka have shown how a given culture constitutes itself through 

remembering.48 After the “transnational turn” a number of studies have shown that the 

formation of identity does not need necessarily to be bound to a nation state. Alison 

Landsberg has explored how modern mass cultural technologies can create a shared social 

frame for people living in different places with different practices and beliefs. She argues 

that communities are created “prosthetically,” in which remembrance, and especially its 

mediation through cinema and other mass cultural technologies play an essential role.49   

 
46 Astrid Erll, “Travelling Memory,” Parallax, Vol. 17, No. 4 (2011): 4-5, 11.  She uses “transcultural” as an 
umbrella term. Other academic contexts might be described with concepts of the “transnational, diasporic, 
hybrid, syncretistic, postcolonial, translocal, creolized, global, or cosmopolitan.” While this approach is 
intended to overcome methodological nationalism in memory studies, the memory of the Holocaust has 
become the most vivid example of “transcultural” memory. Several works exemplifying this trend in 
Academia includes:  Daniel Levy and Natan Sznaider, The Holocaust and Memory in the Global Age [2001] 
trans. Assenka Oksiloff (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2006); Andreas Huyssen, Present Pasts: Urban 
Palimpsests and the Politics of Memory (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2003); Michael Rothberg, 
Multidirectional Memory: Remembering the Holocaust in the Age of Decolonization (Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press, 2009). Aleida Assmann, “The Holocaust – a Global Memory? Extensions and Limits of a New 
Memory Community,” in Memory in a Global Age: Discourses, Practices and Trajectories, ed. Aleida Assman and 
Sebastian Conrad (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 97–117. 
47 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflection on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (London and 
New York: Verso, 2006).    
48 Jan Assmann and John Czaplicka, “Collective Memory and Cultural Identity,” New German Critique 65 
(1995): 125–133. 
49 Alison Landsberg, Prosthetic Memory: The Transformation of American Remembrance in the Age of Mass 
Culture (New York: Columbia University, 2004). 
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Finally, while most studies either emphasized the “primordial” nature of memory, or 

its constructiveness, some studies sought to find some reconciliation between these two 

views. Sociologist Barry Schwartz’s critique of what he calls “presentist” (social-

constructionist) and “essentialist” (absolutist) approaches to memory – conflicting views 

that past is made or shaped in the present to meet its ends, or past defines the present – 

rejects this dichotomy seeking a more integrated approach to memory.50 Another 

important approach has been offered by Jeffrey Olick and Daniel Levy, who, instead of 

contrasting the two views,  have shown that collective memory should be seen “as an active 

process of sense-making through time” by concentrating on the official representation of 

the Holocaust in Germany.51 

The intensification of research on collective memory in the last quarter of the 

twentieth century coincided with the development of public history that, according to the 

definition by the National Council on Public History, “describes the many and diverse ways 

in which history is put to work in the world.”52 Two important conceptual insights coming 

from this new field are especially helpful to understand memory process, and therefore, 

Armenian American remembrance of Medz Yeghern. First is its collaborative nature, which 

 
50 See Barry Schwartz, “Christian Origins: Historical Truth and Social Memory,” in Memory, Tradition, and 
Text: Uses of the Past in early Christianity, ed. A. Kirk. and T. Thatcher (Atlanta, GA: Society of Biblical 
Literature, 2005), 43–56. Barry Schwartz is skeptical about both approaches, because while presentism 
(constructionist model) can reduce memory to the politics, essentialists depict the past as a static entity. In 
Abraham Lincoln and the Forge of National Memory, Schwartz demonstrates how an integrated approach can 
help to overcome this dichotomy and understand the Abraham Lincoln’s image in complexity. For Schwartz, 
considering Lincoln’s image as a “mere projection of present problems is as wrong as taking it to be a literal 
account of his life and character… Americans have invoked Lincoln so often because the ideals he symbolized 
contrast with the realities they face, and his example remains recognizable because beliefs about him have 
outlived changes in society.” See Barry Schwartz, Abraham Lincoln and the Forge of National Memory 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), 6. 
51 Jeffrey K. Olick and Daniel Levy, "Collective memory and cultural constraint: Holocaust myth and rationality 
in German politics." American Sociological Review (1997): 922. 
52 National Council on Public History, “What is Public History,” accessed January 18, 2023, 
http://ncph.org/what-is-public-history /about-the-field/. 
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means not only [public] historians help the members of public both to do their own history 

and understand their “role in shaping and interpreting events.”53 This leads to the second 

important point – the notion of “shared authority” – that pinpoints the broader 

participation in narrative shaping and history writing.54 Put differently, public history 

explores how the members of a given public participate in and shape the collective 

perception of the past. Historian David Glassberg has offered an important theoretical 

grounding for understanding the connection between public history and memory.  

According to him, to understand how “particular accounts of the past” were established as 

public ones or changed over time, one should look at the interactions of various individual 

memories. More importantly, he argues, one should look at “how the prevailing images of 

the past in a society reflect its political culture.”55 No less important is that public history 

professionals should make “alternative voices heard,” instead of imposing just one version 

of past. 56 Last but not least Glassberg recognizes the agency of institutional bureaucracy, 

and therefore argues that the explanation of the meaning of historical facts necessitates the 

investigation of the context created by the authors, institutions, and by audiences “tracing 

the social organization of knowledge about the past in particular settings.”57 

This kind of historicist approach, indicated by Glassberg, has been largely employed 

in public history scholarship. Scholars have explored how collective memory works looking 

at the political factors, social, cultural, and economic contexts. They have also examined 

 
53 Ronald J. Grele, “Whose Public? Whose History? What is the Goal of a Public Historian?” The Public Historian 
3, no. 1 (1981): 47–48. 
54 Michael H. Frisch, A Shared Authority: Essays on the Craft and Meaning of Oral and Public History (Albany: 
State University of New York Press, 1990), xxi–xxii. 
55 David Glassberg, “Public History and the Study of Memory,” The Public Historian 18, no. 2 (1996): 11. 
56 Ibid., 15. 
57 Ibid., 16. 
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how authors, institutions, and various members of the public have shaped public 

memories, and, at the same time, how memory reciprocally contributed to the institution 

and community building. In the American context, the “invention of tradition” – to use Eric 

Hobsbawm’s and Terence Ranger’s term – or obsession with the past, as historians Michael 

Kammen and John Bodnar argued, largely began after the Civil War, as well as in response 

to the rapid social, economic changes, turn-of-the-twentieth-century anxieties about 

national unity.58 To address these anxieties about national unity cracked after the Civil 

War, “memory makers” sought to emphasize the reunion of the nation, rather than a 

negative or tragic memory.59 In the process of making a “national memory”, Bodnar 

pinpointed the contest between official and vernacular memory, and Kammen depicted a 

“depoliticized” American past emphasizing the role of society. According to Ian Tyrell, 

however, it was historians, who have developed a “strong tradition of intervention in 

public” and thus they both directly and directly influenced American historical thinking and 

memory. 60  Unlike Tyrrell, Jeremy Black places an emphasis on the politicians and the 

public and considers the state and popular use of the past as “more significant than their 

academic counterparts for the treatment of history- both in form and in content.”61 On the 

other hand, historian Denise Meringolo contends that “social memory” has been shaped by 

 
58 Michael Kammen, Mystic Chords of Memory: The Transformation of Tradition in American Culture (New 
York: Penguin, 1991), 5, 9–13, 697–704; John Bodnar, Remaking America: Public Memory, Commemoration, 
and Patriotism in the Twentieth Century (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992), 5, 14–15, 250–252; 
Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger, The Invention of Tradition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1983). 
59 Bodnar attributed an essential role to the political and economic power in the construction of national 
memory that he considered as a process, the end of which has not come yet. See Bodnar, Remaking America, 5. 
60 Ian Tyrrell, Historians in Public: The Practice of American History, 1890-1970, (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2005), 2–3, 155. 
61 Jeremy Black, Clio’s Battles: Historiography as Practice (Bloomington, Indiana University Press, 2015), 2–3, 
8–9. 
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national parks and national museums, especially National Park Service, in which both these 

governmental agencies and visitors had contributions.62 While emphasizing the factors of 

different actors and agencies, all these authors recognized the selective nature of collective 

memory and pinpointed the fact that although American public commemoration has 

included traumatic memories in memorials (Lincoln memorial), nevertheless it has overall 

excluded or misrepresented the traumas of historically marginalized groups for a long 

time.63  

A growing body of scholarship addresses the social, political, and cultural context of 

collective memory by looking at monuments, memorials, archives, commemorations, and 

mass media as important mediators and meaning making tools in memory process.  Many 

authors have explored how memorials, museums, or archives can became a tool for the 

exclusion of traumatic memories of marginalized groups.64 At the same time, other works 

have shed light on how museums or memorials challenged the exclusionist national 

memory, carving space in it, and mediated the constructed new identities of African 

Americans and Native Americans based on the historical trauma they experienced.65 

 
62 Denise Meringolo, Museums, Monuments, and National Parks: Toward a New Genealogy of Public History 
(Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2012), xxvii-xxix, 66–67, 137–139. 
63 Elements of negative memory appeared in American public memory mostly after Civil War, although 
became more visible with the Lincoln Memorial. However, as Kirk Savage’s fascinating account of the 
emergence and development of National Mall demonstrates, with Lincoln Memorial (and Grant Memorial, 
too) monument’s designers went beyond the plan of 1901, and saw the nation’s memory in its complexity. 
This was the onset of a tendency to encounter more openly with traumatic past and the emergence of victim 
monuments. See Kirk Savage, Monument Wars: Washington, D.C., the National Mall, and the Transformation of 
the Memorial Landscape (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2009), 4, 19–22, 152. 
64 See for example, Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History (Boston: 
Beacon Press, 1995); Robert H. Keller and Michael Turek, American Indians and National Parks (Tucson: The 
University of Arizona Press, 1998); Jennifer Eichsted and Stephen Small, Representations of Slavery: Race and 
Ideology in Southern Plantation Museums (Washington, D.C. and London: Smithsonian Institution Publication, 
2002).  
65 See, for example, Andrea Burns, From Storefront to Monument: Tracing the Public History of the Black 
Museum Movement (Amherst, MA: University of Massachusetts Press, 2013). 
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Similarly, several works have explored how a diverse public, with its engagements with 

memorials or commemoration can make the “official” commemoration more diverse or 

contribute to the national narrative.66  Recent studies on the role of mass culture in 

memory have broadened our understanding of link between individual and collective 

memories, offering an alternative look of transmission and circulation of memories. Alison 

Landsberg’s Prosthetic Memory is a vivid example of this trend that specifically 

concentrates on print and cinema. In this regard, Tammy Gordon’s recent groundbreaking 

study on the role of photography in what she calls “the mass production of memory,” a 

process in which ordinary people produce individualized memories in a large scale, not 

only furthers our understanding of link between individual and collective memory, but also 

reveals how historically marginalized people used Kodak cameras to counter exclusionist 

tendencies of the mainstream society.67  

This dissertation is informed by the theoretical insight of the aforementioned 

studies and seeks to provide a different account of Armenian Genocide memory based on 

the Armenian Americans case. Unlike most works in historiography, this study 

concentrates on Armenian Genocide memory in the pre-1965 period and traces the 

evolution of its collective meaning. It looks at memory as an active process and explores 

political, social, cultural, and economic contexts in which it operated. In this process, this 

dissertation does not look at survivors as just passive subjects but emphasized their agency 

 
66 See, for example, Tammy Gordon, The Spirit of 1976. Commerce, Community, and the Politics of 
Commemoration (Amherst, MA: University of Massachusetts Press, 2013); Kirk Savage, Monument Wars: 
Washington, D.C., the National Mall, and the Transformation of the Memorial Landscape (Berkeley and Los 
Angeles: University of California Press, 2009); Kristin Ann Hass. Carried to the Wall: American Memory and the 
Vietnam Veterans Memorial (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998).  
67 Tammy Gordon, The Mass Production of Memory Travel and Personal Archiving in the Age of the Kodak 
(Amherst, MA: University of Massachusetts Press, 2022). 
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in remembering. Moreover, it opens a space in which one can hear various voices of 

community actors, organizations, and groups, the interaction and contest of their 

perspectives on the past, and their contribution to the shaping of its public meaning. 

Additionally, this work reveals how memory of the Armenian Genocide was central in the 

identity and community building among Armenian Americans.  In this complex process, the 

dissertation sheds light on the origin and development of the Armenian American 

memorial culture and reveals many unknown or less known forms of commemoration.  

 
 
Dissertation organization  
 

This dissertation is organized into five chapters. The arrangement of the chapters is 

chronological and thematic. Chapter one opens with a historical overview of the Armenian 

Question and the Armenian immigration to the United States from the late nineteenth 

century to the 1920s. The chapter addresses the problems coming from the home country 

and discusses how Ottoman persecutions impacted the early social, political, and religious 

structure of Armenian American life. It traces the formation and developments of the 

ideologies and perspectives of Armenian organizations from the Ottoman Empire to the 

United States. This chapter reveals how and why the memory of suffering became an 

indispensable part of communal life.  

Chapter two is concentrated on how the Armenian Americans responded to the 

catastrophe in the Ottoman Empire, and how the remembrance of Medz Yeghern was 

created. Unlike most works devoted to the American response to the genocide, this chapter 

chiefly considers the agency of the Armenian Americans in the context of the United States 

policy toward the Armenian Question. It discusses their concerns, thoughts, attitudes, and 
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finally actions directed to stop massacres and save their fellow countrymen.  In this 

process, the chapter concentrates on how and why Armenians of the United States recalled 

the massacres in their response.  Therefore, this chapter traces the emergence and 

developments of Armenian American memorial culture from the time of the Hamidian 

massacres to the aftermath of World War I. It reveals how and why Armenian American 

group remembrance, while reflecting the grief of the survivors, also incorporated elements 

from Armenian cultural nationalism. Overall, it traces the evolution of the Armenian 

American remembrance of the Ottoman atrocities from the 1890s through the early 1920s.  

Chapters three and four explore how Armenian Americans remembered Medz 

Yeghern in the interwar years. The third chapter concentrates on Armenian political 

parties and the Armenian Church and sheds light on the manifold and conflicting views on 

the past among them. Specifically, it reveals how political parties recalled Medz Yeghern 

differently, and how this difference was informed by political and ideological factors and 

their political goals. In the section devoted to the Armenian Church, this chapter discusses 

how April 24 became a commemoration day for all Armenians of the United States, and 

how the church appeared in the center of the contest for defining the collective meaning for 

remembrance. The struggle between contested memories of Medz Yeghern also coincided 

with the ideological and political struggle within the community, which eventually led to a 

schism in the community, and separate commemorations on April 24. Beyond political 

implications, this schism, however, largely reflected how different communal institutions 

constructed different narratives in the process of the recollection of the past. Although 

different, each of them also used April 24 for their institutional formation. The fourth 

chapter examines how compatriotic societies remembered the past. More specifically, this 
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chapter looks at three forms of activities of these non-political organizations: place naming, 

writing and publishing memorial books, and celebrating the self-defense battles of the 

genocide. While this chapter reveals the crucial role of compatriotic unions in the 

preservation, transmission, and mediation of genocide memory, it also shows how this 

societies employed memory to foster a sense of continuity and community building.  

Chapter five considers how the postwar years brought new changes and 

transformations in Armenian American remembrance. It opens with the discussion of the 

new international situation created in the final phase of World War II and its immediate 

aftermath which essentially revived the Armenian Question, and how this fact impacted the 

way Armenian Americans remembered Medz Yeghern. This chapter also discusses how the 

Holocaust, Nuremberg Trials, and adoption of the UN Genocide Convention gradually 

changed the articulation of the memory of Medz Yeghern. This chapter ends with the 

discussion of the preparations of the fiftieth anniversary of the Armenian Genocide.  

This dissertation, informed by the latest scholarship, approaches Armenian 

Genocide memory as a process, and not as a static entity. While most scholars of Armenian 

Genocide memory either have examined transgenerational transmission of its memory 

from the perspectives of literary studies and psychology or explored it after its 

“resurgence” and “appearance” in1965, this study employs historical method to examine 

various events, processes, ideologies, institutions before 1965 to trace the origin and 

development of Armenian American remembrance.  Overall, printed and unprinted 

archival documents, thousands of issues of the Armenian American periodicals, the 

publication of the Armenian American compatriot unions, published memoirs of the 

survivors, the works of popular writers, and other sources enable this dissertation to shed 
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light on how Armenians performed or participated in the post-genocide public sphere 

before 1965 and how they incorporated the painful past in their public life. How they 

spoke, discussed, wrote, depicted, represented, commemorated, memorialized, and 

struggled for justice– recognition of what they had experienced, are the concerns of this 

work.  
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Chapter 1: From Ottoman Armenia to the United States: The Armenian Question, 
Genocide, and Emergence of Armenian American Community, 1878–1920s 

Introduction 

Armenian American remembrance of the genocide, whether on an individual or 

group level, is linked with and largely shaped by what they experienced in the Ottoman 

Empire during the late decades of its existence. Chapter 1 opens with a historical overview 

of this experience from the mid-nineteenth century to World War I. There are several 

parallel histories with a chain of events leading to the Armenian Genocide and making of 

Armenian American community. In Part 1, the chapter discusses how Armenian cultural 

awakening introduced a new imagination of Armenian nation attached to the historical 

homeland in the nineteenth century.  It places the growing Armenian national 

consciousness in a larger Ottoman context with the unsuccessful attempts of reforms, the 

failed constitutionalism and unachieved equality, the territorial losses, and the 

radicalization of state nationalism. Then, it explores the politicization of the Armenian 

cultural revival in response to the Ottoman state nationalism. Specifically, it introduces the 

emergence of the main Armenian communal organizations and their objectives. This 

chapter analyzes how the formation of the conflicting perspectives on the future of the 

empire among Ottoman authorities and Armenian minority and their inability to negotiate 

their aims eventually led to a disaster. 

Part 2 presents the Armenian immigration to the United States from the late 

nineteenth century to the aftermath of the Genocide. In doing so, it recognizes the socio-

economic factors in migration, but foregrounds the role of the Ottoman persecutions as a 

primary factor in shaping Armenian American communities. Specifically, this chapter not 

only shows how Armenian communal structure came from home country to host country, 
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but also traces how certain conditions in the Ottoman Empire, the Armenian Question, and 

the Genocide, and finally the American environment influenced and gave new shapes of 

these organizations.  The overall argument of this chapter is that, while traveling from the 

Ottoman East to America, these communal organizations transported the vision of what 

they considered the Armenian nation – one that imagined the Armenian nation as an ethno-

territorial unit and not just a religious community. The Armenian Genocide brought 

unprecedented levels of individual and collective suffering, and the memory of the loss 

became an inseparable part of the Armenian American communal imagination of the 

nation. 

  

Part 1: The Sunset of the Ottomans: From Nineteenth-Century Reforms to World War I 
 

In the nineteenth century, the once-mighty Ottoman Empire was in decline. This 

process had begun much earlier and was conditioned by complex economic and political 

reasons. Technological advance and subsequent military buildup, the discovery of new 

trading routes, and the rapid economic development of Western powers decreased the 

international role of the Ottomans.1 The growing challenges coming from the Russian 

Empire further exacerbated this decline.  Well into the eighteenth century, in the wake of 

the defeat in the Russo-Turkish war of 1768–74 and the resulting treaty of Küçük 

Kaynarca, the Ottomans not only lost territories but also gave the Russians the right to 

protect the Orthodox Church in Constantinople (Istanbul).2 After this treaty, and especially 

 
1 Erik Jan Zürcher, Turkey: A Modern History (New York: Tauris, 2004), 19–20. 
2 See Yelena Druzhinina, Kuchuk - Kainardzhiiskii mir 1774 goda (ego podgotovka i zakliuchenie ) [The Treaty 
of Küçük Kaynarca: Drafting and Concluding] (Moscow: Publication of Academy of Sciences of USSR, 1955), 
362.   
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throughout the nineteenth century, foreign influence and pressure on the empire grew 

further.3   

Beyond political and economic superiority, the West influenced and challenged the 

Ottoman Empire culturally and ideologically. The ideas of nationalism, liberalism, and 

constitutionalism, all coming from Europe, were perhaps the most important of these 

ideological challenges. These ideas spread among both Muslims and non-Muslims and gave 

specific shapes to their collective aspirations and ambitions, at the same time, 

strengthening tensions between the ruling elite and those being ruled. In the first decades 

of the nineteenth century, Mehmet Ali’s rise in Egypt shortly after the Napoleonic 

occupation, revolts in Serbia and Greece, followed by the creation of Serbian Principality 

and Greek statehood in the Balkan Peninsula best indicated that the Ottomans were unable 

to respond to domestic and foreign challenges adequately. 

The phrase “Eastern Question” that referred to complex issues related to the 

problems of the weakening Ottoman rule on its territories, entered international diplomacy 

in the wake of the developments in the Balkans, when European diplomats used it at the 

Congress of Verona in 1822 for the first time. Three kinds of relations defined the essence 

of the Eastern Question – that is, between the Ottoman government and minorities, 

between Great Powers and Ottoman minorities, and, of course, between the Ottoman 

government and Great Powers. 4 Religious ties, the prospect of more political influence on 

 
3 On the significance of this treaty for the rising Eastern Question, see Vahakn N Dadrian, The History of the 
Armenian Genocide: Ethnic Conflict from the Balkans to Anatolia to the Caucasus (Providence and Oxford: 
Berghahn Books, 2003), 8–10.  
4 It should be noted that the phrase previously was used in English diplomatic correspondence at least 
starting in the sixteenth century. See John A.R. Marriott, The Eastern Question: A Historical Study in European 
Diplomacy (London: Oxford University Press, 1917), 2; Arman Kirakossian, British Diplomacy and the 
Armenian Question from the 1830s to 1914 (Princeton and London: Gomidas Institute, 2003), 12. More on 
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Turkey, and finally, Christian business people’s role in incorporating the Ottoman economy 

in a larger capitalist system emphasized the importance of the Eastern Question for the 

Great Powers.5 

In response to the mounting challenges, Ottoman authorities launched a large 

project of reforms to modernize the empire and preserve its territorial integrity. These 

reforms came to constitute an era in Ottoman history, known as Tanzimat 

(reorganizations) that spanned from 1839 to 1876, although the reforms ended in 1871.6 

This period began with Gülhane Hatt-ı Şerif (the Noble Edict of the Rose Garden), an 

imperial edict of November 3, 1839, during the reign of Sultan Abdülmecid I (1839–61). 

The reforms, outlined in this document, ensured the safety of life, honor, and property of all 

Ottoman subjects; a fair judicial system; a fixed process of taxation; and a regular and 

orderly system of military conscription.7 Arguably, for Reşit Pasha –an Ottoman statesman 

who authored this document – financial and military reforms were the most important 

ones for the preservation of the empire. However, at the same time, promising security to 

all subjects without regard to religion, had a prospect of support from European powers, 

and, on the other hand, would hinder the growth of nationalism among Christian 

minorities.8 Consequently, it was directed against a potential foreign, and especially 

Russian, intervention in support of Ottoman Christians. 

 
Eastern Question, see Matthew A. Anderson, The Eastern Question 1774–1923: A Study in International 
Relations (London: St. Martin’s Press, 1966). 
5 Erik Jan Zürcher, Turkey: A Modern History (New York: Tauris, 2004), 38–39. 
6 For more details, see the following work: Roderic H . Davison, Reforms in the Ottoman Empire, 1855–1876 
(Princeton N. J., Princeton University Press, 1963). 
7 Gabriel Noradounghian, Recueil d'actes internationaux de l'Empire ottoman, tome deuxième, 1789–1856 
(Paris: Cotillon, 1900), 288–290; Roderic H . Davison, Reforms in the Ottoman Empire, 40.  
8 Davison, Reforms in the Ottoman Empire, 40–41. 
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For sure, the initiated reforms brought many changes to the Ottoman Empire. Many 

attempts to achieve equality, more representative government and effective administration 

had been made. However, many of these attempts had remained on paper or just failed.9 

Moreover, in the decades following this decree, the tensions between various ethno-

religious communities, and the equality question continued to stay up-to-date. 

Intercommunal conflict between the Druzes and the Maronites in Mount Lebanon and the 

massacres of Assyrian Christians by the Kurds in the 1840s in Hakkari exemplified these 

problems.10 Eventually, Russian demands for protection of Orthodox Christians and the 

Russo-French dispute on holy sites of Palestine led to the Crimean War (1853–56). 

Although the Ottomans had no territorial losses in this war, the increasing foreign pressure 

necessitated new reforms. 

Hatt-ı Hümayun of 1856 was the second major imperial decree of the Tanzimat era. 

Created mostly under European dictation, this document resembled the previous one and 

even repeated it in many ways but had more elaborations on non-Muslim affairs. 

Specifically, it assured more explicitly the equality of all subjects before the law regardless 

of religion in the issues related to military service, juridical system, taxation, civil and 

military education, public service, etc.  An important novelty of the Hatt-ı Hümayun was the 

promise of participation of non-Muslims in government on three levels: communal, 

provincial councils, and the Supreme Council of Judicial Ordinances. Not less importantly, 

 
9 Ibid., 41–51. 
10 David Gaunt, Massacres, Resistance, Protectors: Muslim-Christian Relations in Eastern Anatolia during World 
War I (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias Press, 2006), 31–31. 
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the decree removed the barriers of the millet system promoting the ideas of common 

citizenship and patriotism.11  

While the reforms brought new opportunities for Christian subjects, equality 

between Muslims and non-Muslims was not an end in itself. Rather, granting equality to the 

Christians sought to create a kind of imagined union of Ottoman compatriotism and impede 

the rise of nationalist sentiments among non-Muslim subjects, especially in the European 

part of the empire. The Massacres of the Christians in Mount Lebanon and Damascus in 

1860, Zeitun rebellion of Armenians in 1862, and the Cretan revolt of 1866–69 were the 

manifestations of ongoing ethno-religious tensions, failed promise of equality, and the rise 

of ethnic nationalism of Christian subjects.12 

Tanzimat reforms also created dissatisfaction among some circles of Ottoman 

intelligentsia. For example, the “Young Ottomans,” a group of intellectuals, began to 

promote European ideas of constitutionalism, liberalism and traditional Ottoman and 

Islamic values.  They were convinced that the constitutional and parliamentary 

government of the empire could solve the problems that Tanzimat reforms were unable to 

solve. According to them, Ottomanism should become a new identity for all Muslims and 

non-Muslims, attaching them with the sense of common patriotic feeling of citizenship and 

loyalty to the empire. These intellectuals contributed greatly to the Constitutional 

 
11 Davison, Reforms in the Ottoman Empire, 52–57.  
12  For the events in Mount Lebanon, see Ussama Makdisi, “After 1860: Debating Religion, Reform and 
Nationalism in the Ottoman Empire,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 34, no. 4 (2002), 601–17. For 
Zeitun, see Louis Nalbandian, The Armenian Revolutionary Movement: The Development of Armenian Political 
Parties through the Nineteenth Century (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1963): 74–
78. For the Cretan revolt, see Irina Senkevich, Rossiia i Kritskoe vosstanie, 1866–1869 gg. [Russia and the 
Cretan Revolt of 1866–1869] (Moscow: Nauka, 1970). 
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movement in the 1860s –1870s that eventually led to the introduction of the Ottoman 

Constitution in December 1876.  

The ineffectiveness of the Tanzimat reforms brought about new tensions in the 

1870s. Following the rebellions in various parts of the Balkans, and the subsequent 

massacres of Bulgarians, the representatives of the Great Powers met at the Constantinople 

Conference (1876 December – 1877 January) to project new reforms in the Ottoman 

Empire. From the Ottoman viewpoint, the promulgation of the Ottoman Constitutions made 

the proposed reforms unnecessary. However, Russia’s differing perspective on the issue led 

to a new Russo-Turkish war (1877–1878) and territorial losses for the Ottomans – Serbia, 

Montenegro, and Romania gained independence, Bulgaria became autonomous, Austria–

Hungary and Britain occupied Bosnia and Herzegovina and Cyprus respectively, Russia 

acquired Kars, Ardahan, and Batum near its South Caucasian borders. In February 1878, 

Abdülhamid II (1876–1909), the new Ottoman sultan, used the defeat to prorogue the 

works of the Ottoman Parliament, thus suspending the Ottoman Constitution. This was the 

end of the First Constitutional Era.13  

Abdülhamid’s rule was controversial from the perspective of reorganization of the 

empire. On the one hand, the growth of foreign investments and new industries, the 

increasing construction of railroad and telegram systems contributed to further 

modernization of the empire.14 Yet, over time, the sultan became more and more 

 
13 For more information on Young Ottomans, Ottoman Constitution, and First Constitutional Period, see Şerif 
Mardin, The Genesis of Young Ottoman Thought: A Study in the Modernization of Turkish Political Ideas 
(Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2000); Robert Devereux, The First Ottoman Constitutional Period, a 
Study of the Midhat Constitution and Parliament (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 1963); Aylin Koçunyan, 
Negotiating the Ottoman Constitution: 1839–1876 (Paris; Louvain; Bristol: CT Peeters Publishers, 2018). 
14 Kemal Karpat, for example, depicts Abdülhamid as a reformer who sought to match Islam with progress. 
See Kemal H. Karpat, The Politicization of Islam: Reconstructing Identity, State, Faith, and Community in the 
Late Ottoman State (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), 4–5.  For this period, see François Georgeon, 
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uncompromising against liberal and constitutional ideas. He ruled as an absolute monarch 

adopting repressive measures against Christian minorities, especially the Armenians.15  

Moreover, his rule created problems with various social groups of the Ottoman society. 

Liberalism and constitutionalism continued to attract many Ottoman bureaucrats and 

intellectuals. The Young Turk movement, affected by European political currents and 

somehow bearing Young Ottomans’ intellectual heritage, became the most powerful 

political force within the Empire. The most influential party of this movement, İttihat ve 

Terakki Cemiyeti (Committee of Union and Progress, CUP) staged a revolution in 1908 and 

established the Second Constitutional Era in Ottoman history that existed until 1918.16 

Despite the enthusiasm with which the minorities met the revolution, it soon turned 

out the Young Turks’ vision was completely different from that of various ethno-religious 

groups of the empire. The preservation of the integrity of the empire, and not 

constitutionalism, was the main aim of the revolution. “Equality, fraternity, and liberty” 

remained just a slogan because the ruling Young Turks failed to negotiate and 

accommodate the aspirations of non-dominant ethnic groups.17 The evolving conflict 

between the ruling elite and minority groups with the diverging aims of Ottoman state and 

 
Abdulhamid II: Le Sultan Calife (Paris: Fayard, 2003). See also this new work on Ottoman telegraph, Pauline 
Lucy Lewis, “Wired Ottomans: A Sociotechnical History of the Telegraph and the Modern Ottoman Empire, 
1855–1911” (PhD diss., University of California, Los Angeles, 2018). 
15 See the essays in Part I of Stephan Astourian and Raymond Kévorkian, Collective and State Violence in 
Turkey: The Construction of a National Identity from Empire to Nation-State (New York: Berghahn Books, 
2020). 
16 On the Young Turks, see Erik Jan Zürcher, The Unionist Factor: The Role of the Committee of Union and 
Progress in the Turkish National Movement, 1905-1926 (Leiden: Brill, 1984); M Şükrü Hanioğlu, The Young 
Turks in Opposition (New York: Oxford University Press on Demand, 1995); Preparation for a Revolution: The 
Young Turks, 1902-1908 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001). 
17 For this period, see Bedross Der Matossian, Shattered Dreams of Revolution: From Liberty to Violence in the 
Late Ottoman Empire (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2014), 5–7. 
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minorities’ ethnic nationalisms reached its peak during World War I that brought a new 

opportunity for the Ottomans to “solve” the minority question.18  

 

Armenians in the Declining Empire 

Armenians came under Turkish rule as result of a series of Ottoman conquests in 

Asia Minor and the Armenian Plateau in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. The advance 

of the Ottomans to the East and the resulting Ottoman-Persian Wars in the 16th -19th 

centuries eventually divided Armenian populated lands between these two empires. 

Specifically, the Treaty of Zuhab (Treaty of Qasr-e-Shirin), signed between the Ottomans 

and Safavids in 1639, recognized the annexation of western and larger part of Armenia 

(Western, Turkish, or Ottoman Armenia) to the Ottoman Empire.19 The Eastern part 

(Persian, Russian, or Eastern Armenia) experienced Persian rule until the first quarter of 

nineteenth century, and was occupied by the Russian Empire, and eventually became what 

is now the Republic of Armenia.20  Compared to those in the East, Ottoman Armenians 

appeared to live under more harsh political and economic conditions.  

By the nineteenth century, the majority of Ottoman Armenians inhabited six 

villayets (provinces) of the Ottoman Empire – Bitlis, Diarbekir, Erzurum, Mamuret-ul-aziz 

(Kharberd), Sivas (Sebastia), and Van. There were also a considerable number of Armenians 

in other parts of the Empire, including the capital city – Constantinople. Despite the 

 
18 Not only Armenians, but many Assyrians, Greeks, and Yezidis fell victim to the Ottoman violence. See, for 
example, George N. Shirinian, ed., Genocide in the Ottoman Empire; Armenians, Assyrians, and Greeks, 1913–
1923 (New York, Oxford: Berghahn Books, 2017). 
19 See Manvel K. Zulalyan, Arevmtyan Hayastaně XVI – XVIII d.d. [Western Armenia in the 16th to 18th 
Centuries]  (Yerevan: Haykakan SSH GA Hratarakch’ut’yun, 1980), 71; Simon Payaslian, The History of 
Armenia: From the Origins to the Present (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 106. 
20 For more information, see George Bournoutian, Eastern Armenia in the Last Decades of Persian Rule, 1807–
1828: A Political and Socioeconomic Study of the Khanate of Erevan on the Eve of the Russian Conquest (Malibu, 
CA: Undena, 1982). 
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problems related to the accuracy of Ottoman statistics in the 19th and early 20th centuries 

and the differing perspectives on these data among scholars, the number of Ottoman 

Armenians is estimated to be around two million.21 The imperial authorities considered the 

Armenians as a religious community or millet, under the leadership of the Armenian 

Patriarchate of Constantinople, established in the mid-15th century, just after the Ottoman 

conquest of the Byzantine capital.  

The Millet System defined the relation between the Ottoman state and its Armenian 

subjects. Organized in millets, Armenians, as well as Greek Orthodox and Jewish subjects, 

enjoyed religious and cultural freedom, intracommunal and non-territorial autonomy, and 

“protection” from the state.22  This system operated relatively well, because it prevented an 

effective and large-scale opposition to the state with the help of intermediaries and 

 
21 There is no well-established scholarly consensus on this issue. According to the Ottoman statistics, there 
were some 2,4 million Armenians in the mid-19th century. After the Armenian Question became an issue of 
international diplomacy in 1878, the Turkish authorities began to manipulate the statistics in which one can 
note a decrease of the number of Armenian population. It is no wonder that according to the official Ottoman 
census of 1914, the number of Armenians decreased to some 1,2 million. According to the data of the 
Armenian Patriarchate of Constantinople, the pre-World War I number of Ottoman Armenians was more than 
1,9 million. Recent studies on Ottoman Armenian demography argue that both Ottoman and Armenian data 
suffered from the lack of accuracy. On this issue, see the following work: Robert Tatoyan, Arevmtahayut‘yan 
t‘vak‘anaki harts‘ě 1878–1914 t‘vakannerin, [The Question of Western Armenian Population Number in 1878–
1914] (Yerevan: Armenian Genocide Museum-Institute Publ., 2015), 61–70, 116–120. For Ottoman official 
statistics for the years of 1844 and 1914, see M. A. Ubicini, Lettres sur la Turquie, ou Tableau statistique, 
religieux, politique, administratif, militaire, commercial, etc., de l'Empire ottoman, depuis le Khatti-Cherif  de 
Gulkanè (1839), Première partie (Paris: Librairie Militaire de J. Dumaine, 1853), 22; Kemal H. Karpat, Ottoman 
Population 1830–1914, Demographic and Social Characteristics (Madison: The University of Wisconsin Press, 
1985), 188–189. For more information on the demographic picture in Ottoman Armenia, see Justin McCarthy, 
Muslims and Minorities: the Population of Ottoman Anatolia and the end of the Empire (New York: New York 
University Press, 1983); Levon Marashlian, Politics and Demography: Armenians, Turks and Kurds in the 
Ottoman Empire (Cambridge, MA: Zoryan Institute, 1991); Fuat Dündar, Crime of Numbers: The Role of 
Statistics in the Armenian Question (1878–1918) (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction, 2010). 
22  See, for example, Benjamin Braude, "Foundation Myths of the Millet System," in Christians and Jews in the 
Ottoman Empire: the Function of a Plural Society, ed. Benjamin Braude and Bernhard Lewis (New York: 
Holmes & Meier, 1982): 69–88; Kemal Karpat, “Millets and Nationality: The Roots of the Incongruity of Nation 
and State in the Post-Ottoman Era,” in Christians and Jews in the Ottoman Empire: The Functioning of a Plural 
Society, ed. Benjamin Braude and Bernard Lewis (New York: Holmes and Meier, 1982), 141–169.  
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incorporated diverse geographic origins under the same religious body.23 For instance, 

Armenian magnates of Istanbul, known as amiras, occupied an influential role in both 

Armenian millet and Ottoman administrative system and functioned as intermediaries 

between them. 24 On the other hand, the Armenian Patriarch exercised jurisdiction over the 

entire millet throughout the whole empire, and not specifically, over Eastern villayets 

(provinces), where Armenians lived relatively compactly. Overall, the Millet System 

fostered a sense of community for the Armenians, at the same time regulating their 

relations with the state. 

Despite the somewhat idyllic picture of the Millet System painted by some scholars 

of the Ottoman Empire, the other side of the coin was not so bright. The Millet System was 

based on religious differences between Muslims and non-Muslims with unequal rights. 

Armenians, as non-Muslims, enjoyed dhimmi legal status – which is to say, they were 

people conquered and protected by the Islamic state, for which they paid a special tax, 

called cizya. With this “protected” status, nevertheless, non-Muslims met various legal and 

political limitations in Ottoman society, such as, for example, a marriage between Muslim 

women and Christian men, testimony by non-Muslim against Muslim in the court, etc. 

Therefore, the Millet System united dhimmis and institutionalized inequality in the Ottoman 

state.25  

The system itself went through major transformation in the nineteenth century.  

Over time, the traditional authority of the amiras had begun to be challenged by Armenian 

 
23  Karen Barkey and George Gavrilis, “The Ottoman Millet System: Non-Territorial Autonomy and Its 
Contemporary Legacy,” Ethnopolitics, no. 15:1 (2016): 24–42. 
24 Pascal Carmont, The Amiras: Lords of Ottoman Armenia, trans. Marika Blandin (London: Taderon Press, 
2012). 
25 For more information on dhimmitude, see Bat Ye’or, The Decline of Eastern Christianity under Islam: From 
Jihad to Dhimmitude: Seventh–Twentieth Century (Madison, NJ: Fairleigh Dickinson University Press, 1996). 
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organized guilds, called esnafs, merchants, and finally the rising intelligentsia of Istanbul. 

The latter group, affected by European ideas of constitutionalism and liberalism and using 

the opportunities provided by the Tanzimat reforms, sought to achieve more democratic 

and representative governance of the community and have a written framework 

(Constitution). After long lasting class conflict between the amiras and middle/working 

classes and struggle between liberal and conservative forces, the Armenian Millet’s General 

Assembly adopted a new code of regulation, known as Armenian National Constitution 

(Azgayin Sahmanadrut'yun Hayots’) in 1860, which was revised and ratified by the Ottoman 

government in 1863.26 

Although the Constitution did not change the nature of the relation between the 

Ottoman State and the Armenian minority, it confirmed the shift of power within the 

community.  European concepts of liberalism and nationalism influenced the ways the 

Armenian intellectual elite conceived their collective identity and existence.27 While for the 

Ottomans they continued to be a religious minority, for Constantinople-based Armenian 

middle-class intellectuals, the Armenian community began to acquire a shape of a modern 

nation through democratization and secularization. In this new “version” of the community, 

the former power of the Patriarch and amiras was restricted, and the Armenian General 

Assembly, the legislative body of the Armenians, began to give them a sense of 

representative leadership with a secular intracommunal government.28 Furthermore, the 

 
26 For more details, see Arek‘el Sarukhan, Haykakan Khndirn Ev Azgayin Sahmanadrut‘iuně [The Armenian 
Question and the National Constitution]  (Tiflis: Epokha, 1912);  Vartan Artinian, The Armenian Constitutional 
System in the Ottoman Empire, 1839–1863: A Study of Its Historical Development (Istanbul: Isis Press, 1988). 
27 See Gerard J. Libaridian, Modern Armenia: People, Nation, State (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction 
Publishers, 2004), 55–58. 
28 See Razmik Panossian, The Armenians: From Kings and Priests to Merchants and Commissars (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2006), 150–153. See also Habop Barsoumian ‘The Eastern Question and the 
Tanzimat Era’ in The Armenian People from Ancient to Modern Times, vol. II: Foreign Domination to Statehood: 
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Constitution developed the Armenian public sphere in the Ottoman Empire enabling the 

rise of Armenian press and the development of Armenian cultural and educational 

enterprise.  

 

The Age of Nationalism: Armenian Renaissance (Zart‘ōnk‘) 
 

While the ideas of liberalism and constitutionalism eventually shifted the power 

within Ottoman Armenian community, somewhat democratizing it, nationalism, another 

European-born concept, changed the way Armenians perceived themselves.  As the “most 

compelling identity myth in the modern world,” nationalism came to promote the cultural 

construction of “imagined communities” fostering a new sense of identity and community 

in this process, often using the “invention of tradition.”29 Starting in the mid-nineteenth 

century, Ottoman Armenians saw the rise of national awareness about the collective past 

and culture that in turn transformed the collective identity that eventually shaped what is 

now known as Armenian nation or nationality. Often labeled as renaissance, revival, or 

awakening (Zart‘ōnk‘) these transformations is believed to occur in the wake of the 

“political and intellectual work by Armenian scholars, teachers and political activists,” but 

the “deep historical roots” affected these changes profoundly.30 

 
The Fifteenth Century to the Twentieth Century, ed. Richard Hovannisian (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1997), 
175–202. 
29 For the concept of nation and nationalism, see Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflection on the 
Origin and Spread of Nationalism (London and New York: Verso, 2006); Anthony Smith, Nation and 
Nationalism in the Global Era (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1991), viii. For other approaches to nation and 
nationalism, see, for example, John Breuilly, Nationalism and the State (Chicago: University of Chicago Press 
1985); Miroslav Hroch, “From National Movement to the Fully formed Nation: The Nation –building Process 
in Europe,” in Mapping the Nation, ed. Gopel Balakrishman (New York: Verso, 1996), 78–97, Eric Hobsbawm, 
Nation and Nationalism since 1788: Programme, Myth, Reality (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990). 
30 Overall, there are two common approaches to this issue in the scholarship on nationalism – one that 
emphasizes the relationship between the nation and modernity, and a second that is preoccupied with the 
relationship between the nation and the past. For the categorization of nation and nationalism, see Anthony 
Smith, Nation and Nationalism, part II, 222-225. Armenian American historian Ronald Suny, for example, 
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Before Zart‘ōnk‘, although the  millet system supported the preservation of 

Armenianness as a religious community, nonetheless, Armenians, as cultural and linguistic 

unity, reached the edge of extinction by the late seventeenth and early eighteenth century. 

For many Armenians, because of harsh social, economic, and political conditions, 

experienced under the Ottoman rule throughout several centuries, especially those living in 

central and western provinces of the empire, Turkish came to replace the language of their 

ancestors. Even those who lived on the Armenian Plateau spoke various dialects and 

sometimes could have difficulties in understanding each other.31   Therefore, religion was 

the prevailing factor in the perception of Armenians as a unity not only by the Ottomans, 

but also by the ordinary Armenians themselves.  

Nonetheless, Armenianness was more than religious identity, at least in the literary 

tradition preserved and promoted by the monks of the Armenian Church.  Beyond Biblical 

subjects, Armenian manuscripts contained texts that mediated their historical memory, 

including the myth of the origin of the nation, its kings and kingdoms, victories and losses.  

These literary and historical works written by the scholar-monks of the Armenian Church 

since the 5th century attributed origin of the Armenian people to Hayk, the eponymous 

forefather of Armenians, who after defeating the giant Bel, gave his name to his people (hay 

 
refuses to regard the Armenians as a cohesive nation that endured centuries. He argues that the Armenian 
awakening was “not a spontaneous release of deep-seated Armenian spirit but the product of hard political 
and intellectual work by Armenian scholars, teachers and political activists.'' Building on Suny’s argument, 
Razmik Panossian, another Diaspora Armenian scholar, seeks to negotiate between two approaches, and 
argues that although “nations are modern entities, but they do have (or believe that they have) deep historical 
roots which affect their evolution profoundly.” See Ronald Grigor Suny, “They Can Live in the Desert but 
Nowhere Else: A History of the Armenian Genocide (Princeton, NJ: Princetone University Press, 2015), 73; 
Razmik Panossian, The Armenians: From Kings and Priests to Merchants and Commissars (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2006), 2.  
31 For the linguistic condition of the Ottoman Armenians, see Hrach‘ia Acharian,  Hayots‘ lezvi patmut'iun 
[History of the Armenian language]. Volume 2 (Yerevan: Haypethrat, 1951), 260–262. 
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- Armenian) and his country (Haik’ or Hayastan - Armenia).32 According to the same 

literary and historical works, long before the emergence of the Ottoman Empire, Armenians 

had their statehood in the Armenian Plateau during the reign of  the Yervandunis (VI – II 

centuries BCE), Artashesians (II century. BCE –I century CE), Arshakunis/Arsacids (I–IV 

centuries CE), and Bagratunis (IX–XI centuries CE). They also had their statehood in Cilicia 

until the fourteenth century.  However, the past was not always glorious and victorious; it 

had more pages written by the blood of Armenia’s sons. The fifth century author Yeghishe’s 

Vasn Vardana yev Hayots Paterazmi (About Vardan and the War of the Armenians), for 

example, emphasized the heroism and martyrdom of Armenians in their struggle against 

Persian invaders to preserve their Christian faith.33 Therefore, two common but somewhat 

contrasting features stood out. The first portrayed Armenians with a glorious past, who 

were attached to their homeland – Armenia (Medz Haik) from the biblical times. The 

second depicted Armenians as devoted and faithful Christians, continuously martyred in 

their history because of foreign invaders, including the Ottoman Turks.  

The difference between Armenian literary imagination and Armenian linguistic-

cultural condition in the Ottoman Empire was one of the incentives that led Mekhitar 

Sebastatsi, a prominent Armenian monk and scholar, to establish a congregation in Venice 

in 1717. The Mekhitarist Armenian Congregation, as it later became known, established 

 
32 The first written account of this myth can be found in Hayots’ Patmut’yun [History of the Armenians], a 
chronicle written by Movses Khorenats’i, an Armenian historian in the early Middle Ages. For an English 
translation of this work, see Moses Khorenats'i, History of the Armenians. Translation and Commentary on the 
Literary Sources by Robert W. Thomson (Cambridge, Mass-London: Harvard University Press, 1978). 
The origin of the Armenian people is an issue of debate. One of the first known written mention of Armenia 
can be found in the Behistun inscription of Persian ruler Darius the Great (522–486 BCE). The geographic 
area where the Armenians inhabited is known as the Armenian Highlands or Armenian plateau, located 
between Anatolian and Iranian plateaus in West Asia.  
33 For the English translation of this work, see Elishe, History of Vardan and the Armenian War, trans. and ed. 
by Robert W. Thomson (Cambridge, Mass., 1982).  
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printing houses and educational institutions throughout several continents, printed 

grammars for Armenian language, literary and historical works, and prepared a new 

generation of intellectuals necessary for the revival of the Armenian language and culture. 

Overall, before the Tanzimat reforms in the Ottoman Empire, the Mekhitarists had already 

virtually prepared the revival of national self-consciousness among the Armenians.34   

What had been started by the Mekhitarists found fertile soil in the environment 

created after the Tanzimat and the promulgation of the Armenian National Constitution. 

The latter one provided new opportunities to the Armenian teachers and scholars to 

promote Armenian education and generate an interest toward a common cultural past.  It 

also enabled the rise of the Ottoman Armenian print media that created a unique public 

sphere in which Armenian language and literary culture became both markers and 

mediators for a new imagination of the Armenian nation.  

Numerous Armenian newspapers appeared especially in Constantinople and 

Smyrna since the middle of the nineteenth century. In the pages of these newspapers, one 

could find articles devoted to social, economic, cultural, and educational issues.  Hayastan 

(Armenia: 1846–1852), Masis (Ararat: 1852–1908), Meghu (Bee: 1856–1865, 1872–1874), 

Arshaluys Araratian (Aurora of Ararat: 1840–1884), Arevelyan Mamul (Eastern Press: 

1871–1909), Artsvi Vaspurakan (Eagle of Vaspurakan: 1855–1856, 1858–1864) were 

among the most influential newspapers.35 The latter one, for example, was founded by 

 
34 For more information on Mekhitarists, see Barsegh Sargissian, Erkhariwrameay Krt‘akan gortsuneut‘iwn 
Venetikoy Mkhit‘arean miabanut‘ean [Two Hundred-Year long Educational Enterprise of Mekhitarian 
Congregation of Venice] (Venice: Mekhitarian Publishing House, 1905); Kevork Bardakjian, The Mekhitarist 
Contributions to Armenian Culture and Scholarship (Cambridge, MA.: Middle Eastern Department, Harvard 
College Library, [1976]). 
35 For more information on Ottoman Armenian press, see Albert Kharatyan, Arevmtahay parberakan mamulě 
ev grak‘nnut‘yuně Osmanyan T‘urk‘iayum [Armenian Periodical Press and Censorship in Ottoman Turkey] 
(Yerevan: Armenian SSR Academy of Sciences Press, 1989). For the list of Armenian periodicals printed in 
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bishop Mkrtich Khrimian in Constantinople and then moved to Van in Ottoman Armenia in 

1858, when he became the abbot of Varak Monastery.  There, he established the 

Zharangavorats school as well and trained many prominent teachers and scholars.36 

Khrimian Hairik (Father), who later became the Armenian Patriarch of Constantinople 

(1869–1873), and then Catholicos of All Armenians in Ējmiatsin (1893–1907), was also a 

prominent figure in the history of Armenian nationalism.  In the very first issue, the editor 

stated that the newspaper was devoted to the patriotic education of Armenian youth in 

order to develop a sense of national consciousness and love of the fatherland, in which the 

role of education was essential.37 

In his efforts to make the youth love the fatherland, Khrimian and his Artsvi 

Vaspurakan, virtually, contributed to the territorialization of Armenian identity.  The 

concept of “Armenia” did not emerge in the works of nineteenth century Armenian 

intellectuals, but it was largely transformed by them. On the pages of Artsvi Vaspurakan, 

although Armenia still was not a territory with clearly defined boundaries, it was 

represented as much as it was related to the Armenians. Khrimian’s aim was to contribute 

to the progress of what he considered Armenia through its topography. In this, Khrimian 

animated memory sites with clear geographical locations. However, he selected and 

constructed these memories to imagine Armenia as ancient, holy, and fertile land. These 

sites were linked to the “great” Armenians of the past, who were builders, educators, or 

 
Turkey, see Amalya Kirakosyan, Hay Parberakan mamuli Matenagitut‘yun, 1794–1967: Hamahavak‘ Ts‘ank 
(Yerevan: Alexander Myasnikyan Public Library of the Ministry of Armenian SSR, 1950), 546–554. 
36 Emma A. Kostandyan, Mkrtich‘ Khrimian. Hasarakakan-k‘aghak‘akan gortsuneut‘yuně [Mkrtich‘ Khrimian: 
Social-political Activities] (Yerevan: NAS Institute of History Publ., 2000),  59–64: 
37 Artsvi Vaspurakan, June 1855, no. 7, 2–3. 
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patrons. With these examples, Khrimian wanted the Armenians to reinvent themselves, 

and, more importantly, voice his expectation of what the Armenian nation should be like.38  

Khrimian was not the only one who emphasized the role of education. Under the 

Armenian National Constitution, a new educational council was formed to direct the 

education in the Armenian language, to create and regulate new schools, and prepare new 

teachers of the Armenian language.39 In the wake of these activities, there were already 42 

schools in Constantinople alone in the 1860s.40 The number of Armenians schools in the 

provinces reached 446 in the 1870s with 20,000 students.41  Mezburian (1865), Akabian 

(1869), Nubar-Shahnazarian (1866), Beberian (1876), Azgayin Kedronakan (1886),  

Yesayan (1895) were among these new schools founded in Constantinople. At the same 

time, several schools founded earlier, such as Mersopian (1799) and Hripsimian (1830) of 

Smyrna continued their activities. Sanasarian in Erzurum (1881) was one of the esteemed 

Armenians schools founded in the provinces.42 Armenian educational enterprise gained a 

lot from the contribution of Mekhitarists, as well as Catholic and Protestant missionaries.43 

Robert College in Constantinople (1863), Central Turkey College in Aintab (1876), 

 
38 See Dzovinar Derderian, “Mapping the Fatherland: Artzvi Vaspurakan’s Reforms through the Memory of the 
Past,” last modified December 12, 2014, https://www.houshamadyan.org/en/mapottomanempire/vilayet-of-
van/kaza-of-van/miscellaneous-scholarly-articles.html/.  
39 Azgayin Sahmanadrut‘iwn Hayots‘-Nizamnamēi millēt‘i Ērmēnean [Armenian National Constitution] 
(Constantinople: H. Miwhentisian Press., 1863), 29–30. 
40 Ěndartsak Ōrats‘oyts‘ Azgayin Hivandanots‘i (Constantinople: H. Madteosian Press, 1901), 249; For the full 
list of these schools, see Teghekagir Azgayin Usumnakan Khorhrdoy ar K'aghak'agan Zhoghov Kedronakan 
Varch'ut'ian [Bulletin of the National Education Council to the Political Assembly of the Central Executive] 
(Constantinople: H. Miwhentisian Press., 1865), 25–26. 
41 For the 1870s, see Pamela J. Young, “Knowledge, Nation and the Curriculum: Ottoman Armenian Education 
(1853–1915)” (PhD. diss., University of Michigan, 2001), 94–95.  
42 On Sanasarian School, see Pamela J. Young, “The Sanasarian Varzharan: Making a People into a Nation” in 
Richard G. Hovannisian, ed. Armenian Karin/Erzerum (Costa Mesa, CA: Mazda Publishers, 2003), 261–281. 
For Armenian education in the Ottoman Empire, see Arshak Alboyajian,  Patmut'iwn Hay Dprots‘i. [History of 
Armenian Schools] (Cairo: Nor Asdgh, 1946). 
43 For more information on Mekhitarists schools, see Leon Tchormissian, Hamapatker Arevmtahayots‘ Mek 
Daru Patmut‘ean [An Overview of a Century of Western Armenian History]. vol. 1. (Beirut: G. Doniguian and 
sons, 1972), 485–496. 

https://www.houshamadyan.org/en/mapottomanempire/vilayet-of-van/kaza-of-van/miscellaneous-scholarly-articles.html/
https://www.houshamadyan.org/en/mapottomanempire/vilayet-of-van/kaza-of-van/miscellaneous-scholarly-articles.html/
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Euphrates College  in Kharberd (1876),  the Girls’ College at Marash (1882), Anatolia 

College of Marsovan (1886), American College for Girls at Constantinople (1890), the 

International College of Smyrna(1901-1902), are the most esteemed educational 

institutions founded by the missionaries. Although missionary schools did not concentrate 

so much on religious, Armenian language and history classes – and thus they had always 

been perceived as a threat by the Armenian Church and communal leaders – they offered a 

high-quality education and a prospect to enter Western universities.44  

One of the central tasks of the Armenian schools was the teaching of the Armenian 

language. The new imagination of the nation foregrounded the language as an important 

element of national identity. However, unlike in the past, when only the limited elite had 

access to education, now, mass education necessitated the use of vernacular language.45 

Classical Armenian (grabar) was mostly used by the Church as a liturgical language and 

only few educated people could understand it, because spoken or vernacular Armenian 

(ashkharhabar) of that period was very different from written classical language.46 Like in 

the eighteenth century, the Mekhitarist scholars continued their scholarly works on 

Armenian language, publishing new grammars and dictionaries.47 In the struggle for a 

position of a literary language, vernacular Armenian appeared in a winning position against 

grabar in the second half of the nineteenth century. However, Armenian scholars made 

 
44 Young, “Knowledge, Nation,” 64–67.  
45 For the significance of language, especially vernacular one, in the formation of nationality and nation, see 
Hobsbawm, Nations, 94–95; Anderson, Imagined Communities, 15–16.  
46 Vahe Oshagan, “Cultural and Literary Awakening of Western Armenians, 1789–1915,” Armenian Review 36, 
no. 3/143 (Autumn 1983): 59. 
47 In 1727, the Mkhitarists published their first grammar, entitled Duṙn k‘erakanut‘ean askharhabaṙ lezuin 
hayots‘ (Gate to the grammar of the vernacular language of the Armenians). It was the grammar of vernacular 
Armenian written in Turkish language with Armenian letters. For more details about this publication, see 
Sebouh D Aslanian, “‘Prepared in the Language of the Hagarites’: Abbot Mkhitar’s 1727 Armeno-Turkish 
Grammar of Modern Western Armenian,” Journal of the Society for Armenian Studies 25(2016): 54–86.  
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great efforts to make the Constantinople dialect – that had incorporated some 4000 Turkish 

words alone – a literary language. Specifically, they borrowed words from Classical 

Armenian, deleting or adding words from various Armenian dialects, eliminating Turkish 

and other foreign words, and creating new words with Armenian roots. In this major 

cultural enterprise, the Armenian press (especially Masis newspaper), literature, and 

theater supported the promotion of a new literary language.48  

In parallels with the advance of vernacular language, literary culture began to 

flourish among the intellectual circles of Armenians. Patriotism and the rise of national 

consciousness became one of the most important themes in literature. On the pages of 

Bazmavep (Polihistory, 1843), a newly founded scholarly journal published in Venice, one 

could find samples of evolving Armenian literature in ashkharhabar, such as the patriotic 

poetry of  Mekhitarist father Ghevond Alishan.49 In the mid-nineteenth century, 

romanticism was the dominant trend in Armenian literature.50 For instance, Mgrdich' 

Beshiktashlian (1828–1868) devoted several poems to the rebels of Zeitun in the 1860s, in 

addition to his patriotic works of the previous decade.51 In Verk Hayastani: Voghb 

 
48 A similar process occurred in Eastern/Russian Armenia, where Eastern Armenian language based on the 
Yerevan dialect was developed. For more information on the development and promotion of ashkharhabar, 
see Hrach’ia Acharian,  Hayots' lezvi patmut'iun [History of the Armenian language]. Volume 2 (Yerevan: 
Haypethrat, 1951), 440–503. 
49  Ghevond Alishan published a lot of patriotic poems in Bazmavep, such as “Hayots‘ ashkharhik,” ([Armenia], 
1847) “Plpuln Avarayri” ([The nightingale of Avarayr], 1847), “Voghbam zk‘ez Hayots‘ ashkharh” ([I weep for 
you, Armenia], 1848), Hrazdan (1848), “Masisu Sarern” ([Ararat Mountain], 1848). For more information on 
Ghevond Alishan’s patriotic poetry, see Ēdward Jrbashyan, “Ghevond Alishani ‘Ergk‘ nahapeti’ 
banasteghtsakan sharkě ev nra gegharvestakan miasnut‘yuně,”[Ghevond Alishan’s ‘Songs of Nahapet’ and its 
artistic unity ] Banber Yerevani Hamalsarani [Bulletin of Yerevan University] 2:47(1982): 22–46. 
 Another Mkhitarist father, Arsen Bagratuni’s (1790–1866) Haik Diuts’azn, one of the longest poems ever 
written in Armenian, waked an interest toward the legendary forefather of the Armenians. In the 16th 
chapter of this poem, Arsen Bagratuni envisioned the future of the Armenians, in which they would sing about 
the glorious victory of their forefather. See Arsen Bagratuni, Haik Diwst‘azn (Venicde, n.a, 1858), 443–473. 
50 See Hagop Oshagan, Hamapatker Arevmtahay grakanut‘ean [Ponarama of the History of Western Armenian 
Literature], Vol. 1, (Jerusalem: Srbots‘ Hakobeants‘ Publ, 1945), 15, 121–135. 
51 For an English translation of Beshiktashlian's poem, Death of a Youth of Zeitoun,see Alice Stone Blackwell, 
Armenian Poems (Boston: Robert Brothers, 1896), 60–61. 
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Hayrenaseri. patmakan vep (Wounds of Armenia: Lamentation of a Patriot: A Historical 

Novel), Khachatur Abovian’s (1809-1848) main character (Aghasi) dies for the liberation of 

his country.52 Raphael Patkanian’s (Gamar Katipa, 1830-1892) Araksi artasuke (“The Tear 

of Araxes, 1856) is a developing dialogue between the poet and the Araxes River, “mother” 

river of the Armenians. The poet depicted the river in sorrow that did not want “strangers’ 

fields be watered,” because her “own Armenian nation is banished far away” and instead “a 

godless, barbarous people” dwelled on its banks.53 More radical was the poetry of Russian 

Armenian poet Mikayel Nalbandian (1829-1866), whose poems, such as Azatut'yun 

(Liberty, 1859), Mankut'yan Orer (Childhood days, 1860),  were about revolution and 

liberty. Nalbandian was inspired by the campaign of Italian Unification and its heroes. In 

Italatsi agchjka erge (Italian Girl’s Song 1861), he praised Italian women for their 

contribution to the national cause and called on Armenian women to do the same.54   

Raffi (Hakob Melik-Hakobian, 1835–1888), perhaps, the most prominent novelist in 

Armenian literature of his time, formulated not only a new self-image of Armenians, but 

had a major impact on Armenian political thinking. He recognized the exceptional role the 

Armenian Apostolic Church had in the historical fate of the Armenians; however, similar to 

 
52 This work was written in 1840–41. The preface of this novel was translated into English and published in 
2005. See Khachatur Abovyan, The Preface to Wounds of Armenian: Lamentation of a Patriot: A Historical 
Novel. Vahé Baladouni, trans. (Yerevan: Museum of Literature and Art, 2005). More about Khachatur Abovian, 
see Kevork Bardakjian, A Reference Guide to Modern Armenian Literature, 1500–1920" (Wayne State 
University Press, 2000), 135–137, 
53 For Armenian original, see Kamar Katiba (Raphael Patkanian), Ardzak ev Ch‘apaberkana 
steghtsagortsutiunner [Prosaic and Poetic Works], Vol II, (Saint Petersburg: Jacob Johnson Press, 1856), 22. 
There are two English translations of this poem. See Alice Stone Blackwell, ed. and trans. Armenian Poems 
Rendered into English Verse, (Boston: Roberts Brothers, 1896), 68–71; Rafayel (Raphael) Patkanian, “The Woe 
of Araxes,” in Armenian Literature, ed. Robert Arnot and F. B. Collins, trans. F. B. Collins, with a special intro. 
By Robert Arnot (New York, 1901), 49–51.   
54  The poem is better known by his words with which it begins, “Our Fatherland.” Set to music, it was adapted 
as the national anthem of the first (1918–1920) and third (1991–Present) Armenian republics. See, Mikayel 
Nalbandian, Erkeri liakatar zhoghovatsu [Complete Collection of Works], vol. 1 (Yerevan: Academy of Sciences 
of the Armenian SSR press, 1979), 5–13, 103–104, 107–111.  
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many of his fellow intellectuals, refused to identify the nation only with religion. For Raffi, 

"Language, homeland, church, ethnic features” are the main foundations on which the 

Armenian “nation will be sustained.”55 Furthermore, in his historical novels (Khente 

(1880), Davit bek (1881–82), Kaidzer (Volume I–1883, Volume II–1887), Samuel (1888)), 

he created characters who were brave, selfless, and dedicated to the national cause using 

Armenian historical past to cultivate and strengthen patriotism among the youth. 

Moreover, after the deterioration of the situation in the Eastern provinces starting in the 

second half of the 1870s, Raffi (one of his characters in Khente) invokes the right of the 

Armenians for self-defense to prevent their destruction.56 

Armenian writers developed the idea of the Armenian nation as an organic identity. 

Patriotic themes were not necessarily the focus of Armenian literature. For example, many 

French influenced Armenian writers, overall, reflected the worldview of middle-class 

Constantinople-based Armenians and were more interested in liberalism and social 

equality. Arpiar Arpiarian (1852–1908), Hakob Paronian (1843–1891), then Grigor Zohrap 

(1861–1915), Yervand Otian (1869–1926), and many others depicted various aspects of 

Armenian life in its true colors, although some of them touched upon topics about collective 

past.57 Nonetheless, Armenian literature, as a whole, strengthened the idea of the Armenian 

nation as a cultural and linguistic unity. At the same time, with a few exceptions, the 

 
55 See Mshak [Cultivator], July 15(27), 1880, no. 121, 2.   
56 .“…It is the law of self-defense to respond to your enemy with the same weapon, the very same weapon, he 
uses to bring you down and kill you. It would be stupid of me to expect anything more of the people than that, 
more than they have to give. It isn’t my intention to say we have to raise the sword and destroy the Kurds just 
because we want to go on living on the lands we inherited from our forefathers. What I am saying is that we 
have to learn to defend ourselves before we are destroyed by the Kurds and the Turks. There is a great 
difference between those two statements.” “” Raffi, The Fool: Events from the Last Russo-Turkish War (1877–
78), trans. Donald Abcarian (Princeton, NJ: Gomidas Institute, 2000), 85.  
57 Arp‘iar Arp‘irarian’s “Karmir zhamuts’” (The red offering) exemplified what said above. 
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imagination of Armenia did not transform into radical nationalism in the works of 

Armenian authors.58  

An important component of the Armenian renaissance was the establishment of 

hundreds of educational, artistic, benevolent societies by the new graduates of the 

Armenian schools in Constantinople and provinces. Starting in the 1860s, Constantinople-

based provincial Armenians, inspired by the opportunity provided by Tanzimat, began to 

create compatriotic unions aiming to organize and support the education enterprise in 

their native regions.59 Among the societies created in 1870s, stand out Araratian 

enkerut’iun (Ararat Society, 1876, Istanbul), Dprots’asirats-Arevelian (School-Loving – 

Eastern Society, 1878, Istanbul), and Kilikia (Cilice, 1879, Istanbul), which unified creating 

the Miatsial enkerut’iun in 1880.60 Azganver Hayuhyats’ enkerut’iun (Patriotic Armenian 

Women ' s Association, 1879, Istanbul) and Dprots’aser Tiknants’ enkerut’iun (Phil – 

Educational Ladies’ Association ) were educational societies created by women aiming to 

promote education among the girls and their future participation in community life.61 From 

1876 to 1900, some 60,000 Armenians boys and girls were educated due to the support of 

these associations.62 Overall, these associations assisted the educational enterprise within 

 
58 Razmik Panossian argues for a multilocal argument for Armenian renaissance, at the same time discussing 
how differently Western and Easter Armenian literatures impacted the formation of modern Armenian 
nationality. See Razmik Panossian, The Armenians: From Kings and Priests to Merchants and Commissars (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2006), 137–147. 
59 For more information on these compatriotic unions, see Tchormissian, Hamapatker Arevmtahayots, vol. 1, 
547: 
60 Ibid.  Arpiar Arpiarian and Mkrtich’ Portugalian – who later became political activists – were among the 
founders of Araratian enkerut’iwn. The initial aim of this union – “educate boys from Hayastan (Armenia) 
living in Constantinople for free” – soon was changed into a “free education in Armenia.”     
61 See, for example, Victoria Rowe, “Cilicia: The View from the Constantinople Women’s Organizations,” in 
Armenian Cilicia, ed. Richard G. Hovannisian and Simon Payaslian (Costa Mesa: Mazda Publishers, 2008), 
371–390. 
62 For more information on these unions and associations, see Arshak Alboyajian, Minas Cheraz: His Life and 
Work (Cairo, 1927), 79–85; Tchormissian, Hamapatker Arevmtahayots, vol. 1, 545–559: 
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their communities, promoted liberal ideas, enlarged the Armenian public sphere, and 

contributed to the distribution of cultural nationalism among Armenians. Many of the 

intellectuals involved in these associations later became founders or active members of 

Armenian political organizations.  

Armenian cultural awakening or renaissance transformed Armenian society. These 

changes occurred in response and under the influence of European ideas of nationalism, 

constitutionalism, and liberalism. In the wake of these transformations, Armenians began 

to perceive themselves as a “modern nation,” in which nationality was defined not only by 

religion, as it used to be over the last couple of centuries, but also by common language, 

culture, and history.  Throughout the second half of the nineteenth century, the Armenian 

newspapers, writers, and compatriotic unions, devoted their resources to strengthening 

this new vision of the nation. Another important component of the new Armenian identity 

was its territorialization. Armenian intellectuals, such as Khrimian Hayrik, Raffi, Raphael 

Patkanian, and many others developed the concept of Armenia, as a fatherland of 

Armenians, engaging in the construction of place-attached memory selected and collected 

from the historical knowledge preserved in the literary tradition of Armenians. Cultural 

awakening, new imagination of the nation, and even its territorialization, however, did not 

promote the idea of independence. Ottoman Armenian intellectuals saw the progress of the 

Armenian nation within the boundaries of the Ottoman State.  

 

In Search of Security and Reforms: The Emergence of Armenian Question 

The Armenian National Constitution, as an intercommunal regulation, did not and 

could not change the nature of the relation between the Ottoman state and the Armenian 
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minority. Despite this fact, Armenians tended to extend the scope of civil liberties and 

responsibilities beyond the “boundaries” of the community. This is especially the case with 

Armenians from the provinces, who demanded from the Patriarch of Constantinople – who 

was the leader of the community and symbolized the Armenian “nation” – to ask the state 

for protection of their natural rights to life and property. The evolving perception of the 

relation with the state coincided with changing realities in the provinces. In the period 

between the 1860s to 1890s, the increasing pressure from the local Kurdish tribes 

combined with the immigration of Muslims from Caucasus and Balkans to the Eastern 

provinces inhabited mostly by Armenians created agrarian tensions between the local and 

immigrant groups.63 Yet, Armenian regional councils (Azgayin gavarakan varch’utiunner) 

and their leaders (Arajnord), established after the promulgation of the Armenian National 

Constitution, possessed only religious authority and could not regulate the relations 

between Armenians and the local administration or the Muslim population.64 They could 

only complain to the Patriarchate, which in turn addressed these complaints to the 

Ottoman government. In a decade between 1860 and 1870, there were 529 such 

complaints.65  

 
63 For more information on Kurdish-Armenian relations, see Karō Sasuni, K‘iwrd Azgayin Sharzhumnerĕ ev 
Hay-K‘rtakan Haraberut‘iwnnerĕ, 15 Darēn Minchew Mer Ōrerĕ [Kurdish National Movements and Armenian-
Kurdish Relation, 15th century – Present] (Beirut: Hamazkayin Publications, 1969), 128–131, 153–169; Tessa 
Hoffman and Gerayer Koutcharian, “The History of Armenian-Kurdish Relations in the Ottoman Empire,” 
Armenian Review 39, no. 4 (Winter 1986): 1–45. For agrarian tensions, see Stephan Astourian, “Silence of the 
Land: Agrarian Relations, Ethnicity, and Power,” in A Question of Genocide: Armenians and Turks at the End of 
the Ottoman Empire, ed. Ronald Grigor Suny, Fatma Müge Göçek, and Norman M. Naimark (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2011), 55–81. 
64 See the articles 94–98 of Armenian National Constitution,  Azgayin Sahmanadrut‘iwn Hayots‘-Nizamnamēi 
millēt‘i Ērmēnean [Armenian National Constitution] (Constantinople: H. Miwhentisian Press., 1863), 52–53. 
65 Sasuni, K‘iwrd Azgayin Sharzhumnerĕ, 132.  
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The Russo-Turkish war of 1877–78 further deteriorated the situation in the Eastern 

provinces. Thousands of Armenians fell victim to the Kurdish and Turkish irregulars in 

Bayazed and Alashkert in Armenia, near the border with Russia.66 Article 16 of the treaty of 

San-Stefano, signed on March 3, 1878, between the Russian and Ottoman empires, took the 

vulnerability of the Armenians into account. It was interpreted as beneficial to Armenians, 

since it assumed an immediate implementation of reform directed to their security, 

provided an opportunity to petition the Russians to ensure the implementation of these 

reforms, and, finally, the name “Armenia”' was included in the document referring to 

Armenian populated provinces: 

As the withdrawal by the Russian troops of the territory which they 

occupy in Armenia, and which is to be restored to Turkey, might give rise 

to conflicts and complications detrimental to the maintenance of good 

relations between the two countries, the Sublime Porte engages to carry 

into effect, without further delay, the improvements and reforms 

demanded by local requirements in the provinces inhabited by Armenians, 

and to guarantee their security from Kurds and Circassians. 67 

Because this type of regulation increased Russian influence in the Middle East, it 

triggered a powerful reaction from the British side, resulting in a new international 

 
66 Charles Boswell Norman, Armenia and the Campaign of 1877 (London: Cassell Petter, and Galpin, 1878), 
293–300. For more information, see Gevorg Vardanyan, “Hayut‘yuně erku kaysrut‘yunneri mijev:  1877–1878 
tt. Rus-t‘urk‘akan paterazmi Kovkasyan chakaě osmanyan paterazmakan k‘arozch‘ut‘yan mej,” [Armenians 
Between the Two Empires: Caucasian Front of the Russo-Turkish War of 1877–1878 in Ottoman War 
Propaganda], Ts‘eghaspanagitakan handes [Journal of Genocide Studies] 4, no. 1(2016): 11–24. 
67 See Thomas Erskine Holland, The European Concert in the Eastern Question: A Collection of Treaties and 
Other Public Acts (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1885), 343. Khoren Narbey’s letter to Gevorg IV, the Catholicos of 
all Armenians, provided more complex understanding of the Armenian view on this document. See Sarukhan, 
Haykakan Khndirn,292–294: 
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congress in Berlin. The Armenian Patriarchate, having an aim to secure even more 

favorable conditions than those in Article 16, prepared a reform project, entitled “A Project 

of Organic Legislation for Turkish Armenia,” (Tsragir kazmakerpakan kanonagri Osmanyan 

Hayastani/Projet de réglement organique pour l’Arménie Turque). This document went a 

step further in the territorialization of Armenia than Khrimian did in his Artsvi Vaspurakan 

a decade earlier. Specifically, Turkish Armenia, according to this project, should include all 

territories of the Ottoman vilayets (provinces) of Erzurum and Van, the northern part of 

the Diarbekir province having the Euphrates River as a border with Kharberd province, the 

sanjak of Arghana, and the northern part of Seghert (Siirt). The port of Rize between 

Trapizon and Batum should also be included in Turkish Armenia for commercial 

purposes.68 It was noted in this document that some 1,330,000 Armenians were living in 

these territories, with a total of about 3,000,000 scattered over the entire Empire.69 The 

documents virtually envisioned autonomy in Ottoman Armenia with an Armenian 

governor-general appointed by the Turkish government for a five-year period. Other 

provisions of the document included the establishment of a central administrative council 

attached to the governor’s office, reforms related to the civil cases between Christians and 

Muslims, tax collection, appointment of local administrators, as well as establishment of 

mixed Christian-Muslim militia. An international commission was expected to be created 

by the Great Powers to ensure the implementation of these measures. 70 

 
68 Tsragir kazmakerpakan kanonagri Osmanian Hayastani, Projet de réglement organique pour l’Arménie 
Turque [Project of Organic Legislation for Turkish Armenia] (Constantinople: Aramian Press, 1878), 9.   
69 “Turkish Armenia” – 1,330,000, Constantinople and Balkan Peninsula – 400,000, Asia Minor and Cilicia – 
600,000, Sivas Vilayet and Caesarea sanjak – 670,000. See Tsragir kazmakerpakan, 19–31. 
70 Tsragir kazmakerpakan, 9–16. 
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The Treaty of Berlin signed in July, 1878 – that came to replace the Treaty of San 

Stefano – however, overlooked Armenian expectations and claims. Although an Armenian 

delegation led by Mkrtich’ Khrimian, the former Patriarch of Constantinople, met with the 

representatives of the Great Powers in European capitals: Rome, Paris, and London and felt 

the sympathy from their sides before arriving in Berlin, however, was not allowed to 

participate in the meetings of the congress. Instead, they only managed to pass the 

document to the delegates of the Great Powers. The final text of the Treaty of Berlin 

disillusioned the Armenians, since its Article 61 – that came to replace the Article 16 of the 

Treaty of San Stefano – had no mention of the word “Armenia,” and the implementation of 

reforms was left to the supervision of European powers, instead of solely to Russia: 

The Sublime Porte undertakes to carry out, without delay, the 

improvements and reforms demanded by local requirements in the 

provinces inhabited by the Armenians, and to guarantee their security 

against the Circassians and Kurds. It will periodically make known the 

steps taken to this effect to the Powers, who will superintend their 

application.71 

Given the sharp contradictions between the interests of Great powers in Turkey, 

this article virtually meant no guarantee for reforms.  

The Russo-Turkish war and resulting treaties of San Stefano and Berlin had a 

major impact on the fate of Ottoman Armenians. First, it clearly made the Armenian 

Question – a question of reforms in Armenian populated areas of the Ottoman Empire – an 

 
71 See “Treaty between Great Britain, Germany, Austria, France, Italy, Russia, and Turkey for the Settlement of 
Affairs in the East: Signed at Berlin, July 13, 1878.” American Journal of International Law 2, no. S4 (1908): 
422. 
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issue in international diplomacy.72 Since then the Armenians linked their fate and the 

implementation of reforms to the European powers, instead of searching for a solution 

within the Ottoman state, as they did previously. Put differently, the Armenian 

interpretation of the 61 Article of Berlin Treaty saw Europe as a supporter of their cause 

that would ensure their safety from Turkish and Kurdish groups. As it turned out, despite 

the sympathy that Europeans had toward the Armenians, the Armenian Question served 

solely as a tool to pressure Turkey in their geopolitical strategies. Second, the Russo-

Turkish war increased the distrust between the Ottoman State and the Armenian subjects.  

For the Ottomans, the Armenians – who never previously presented political demands and 

even were considered loyal millet (a millet-i sadıka) – began to present a new challenge, 

now in the Asian part of the Empire. The Ottomans were concerned that Armenians would 

inevitably choose the path of the Balkan people for independence. For Armenians, on the 

other hand, the implementation of reforms promised in Berlin seemed a necessary step 

toward the improvement of their situation in the Empire.  

Beyond internationalizing the Armenian Question and making the Armenians 

suspicious in the eyes of the Ottomans, the Berlin Treaty influenced Armenian political 

thinking as well. Not only did they begin to link their fate with the European powers, but 

soon realized the need for self-defense as well. In the speech given after the return from 

Berlin to Constantinople, Mkrtich Khrimian depicted the Berlin Congress as a copper with 

harissa (a porridge dish popular among Armenians made from lamb or other meat and 

wheat). Whereas other nations used their “iron ladles” to take their portions, the 

 
72 For more information, see A. O. Sarkissian, History of the Armenian Question: To 1885 (Urbana: University of 
Illinois Press, 1938), 22–23.  
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Armenians had only a paper ladle that was destroyed and remained in the dish, leaving 

Khrimian empty-handed.73 Whether or not this was a call for armed resistance was not 

clear, but it made a deep impression on his contemporaries.74 It would have probably not 

enter Armenian collective consciousness too deeply, if the Ottomans implemented the 

provisions made by the Berlin Treaty. Instead, in the years following the war, it became 

clear that the Ottoman government was not going to fulfil its promised reforms. The 

ongoing deterioration of the socio-political situation in the Armenian provinces forced the 

Armenians to search for new ways to confront these challenges. They began to form 

patriotic secret societies both in their historic homeland and abroad. Sev Khach (Black 

Cross Society, 1878, Van) and Pashtpan Haireniats (Protectors of Fatherland, 1881, 

Erzerum) were among these secret unions, the primary aims of which were the protection 

of Armenians from the attacks of Kurdish and Circassian irregulars and Turkish officials.75 

These tendencies within a decade would give birth to the first political parties among 

Armenians. 

 
 
Politicization of Armenian Cultural Renaissance: The Emergence of Political Parties 
 
Armenian revolutionary groups and eventually political organizations emerged because of 

complex cultural, socio-economic, and political developments, both domestic and 

 
73 Gabriel Lazian, Hayastan ev hai datě (vaweragrer) [Armenia and the Armenian question (documents)] 
(Cairo: Nor Astgh, 1946), 98–99. 
74 For more details, see Gerard. J. Libaridian, “The Ideology of Armenian liberation. The development of 
Armenian Political Thought before the Revolutionary Movement (1639–1885)” (PhD diss., University of 
California, Los Angeles, 1987), 160–169. 
75 For more information, see Harutiun Djankulian, Hishatakner Haikakan Djeknazhamen [Memories from the 
Armenian Crisis] (Constantinople: Kohak, 1913), vol. 1, 50–52. Louis Nalbandian, The Armenian Revolutionary 
Movement: The Development of Armenian Political Parties through the Nineteenth Century (Berkeley and Los 
Angeles: University of California Press, 1963), 83–89. 
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international. The changing self-perception of Armenians under the influence of European 

ideas, pressures and ongoing attacks from the side of the Kurdish tribes and Muslim 

immigrants, the corrupt state administrative system, the failure of Ottoman 

constitutionalism, the inability of Armenians to solve these questions within the existing 

frameworks (Millet system or through diplomacy), the influence of the Russian 

revolutionary groups, and the examples of Balkan people were the main factors behind the 

emergence of Armenian political parties.  In their drive of finding new ways to deal with old 

problems, these groups eventually transformed into important communal organizations 

that shaped Ottoman Armenian history of the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries.  

The Armenakan party was the first political party that sought to meet the 

aforementioned challenges among the Ottoman Armenians. This political organization was 

created in 1885 by Mkrtich’ Avetissian (T’erlemezian) and several other students of 

Mkrtich’ P’ortugalian’s school established in Van, Ottoman Empire. The founders of the new 

party beard the ideological influence of their teacher and even the name “Armenakan” was 

after Armenia, an Armenian-language journal that P’urtugalian was publishing in 

Marseilles, France.76 However, unlike P’urtugalian and his journal, who aimed to draw the 

attention of the World and Diaspora Armenians to the bitter conditions existing in Turkish 

Armenia, his students were advocates for more radical and revolutionary measures.77 The 

 
76 Vachē Ghazarian, Armenakan kusakts‘ut‘iwně (Aknarkner) [Armenakan Party: Essays] (Beirut: “Zartonk”, 
1985), 11–13. 
77 According to P’ortugalian, the purposes of the newspaper were “(1). To draw the attention of the world 
toward the conditions in Turkish Armenia; (2) To support the homeland through the assistance of the 
Armenians of the Diaspora; (3) To disseminate the ideas of the editor among the Armenian people; and (4) To 
use the experience and knowledge of the editor for the benefit of the Armenian people.” See Louis 
Nalbandian, The Armenian Revolutionary Movement: The Development of Armenian Political Parties through 
the Nineteenth Century (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1963), 94. For more details, 
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Armenakans’ aim was to acquire a right for Ottoman Armenians “to govern themselves” by 

the means of a “revolution.”78 Among the means to achieve such a goal, the Armenians 

should “wake up the people,” “unify the Armenian patriots,” and create military units for 

self-defense.79  The Armenakans’ political program reflected patriotism and nostalgic 

picture of a homeland advocated by Mkrtich’ Khrimian and romantic writers, such as Raffi. 

The activity of this political party was mostly limited to the Van/Vaspurakan region of 

Ottoman Armenia until the end of the Armenian massacres of 1894–96, when the party lost 

many prominent members in the self-defense battles and eventually its influence on 

Armenian society faded. 

Chronologically, the Hunchakian party, founded in Geneva in 1887, was the second 

political organization among Armenians. The founders of the party were Armenian 

students (Avetis Nazarbekian, Maro Vardanian), who were under the ideological influence 

of Mkrtich’ P’ortugalian and Russian socialists. After the Mkrtich P’ortugalian’s rejection to 

lead their revolutionary movement, these students founded their own journal, naming it 

Hunchak, the Armenian translation of Kolokol (Russsian: Bell), a journal published by 

Alexander Hertsen, one of the forefathers of Russian socialism. The political program of the 

party was a combination of socialism and nationalism. Specifically, while “democratic, 

political freedom” and “national independence” in “Turkish Armenia” was the immediate 

objective, socialism came to be the remote goal of the party.80 According to the political 

program of the Hunchaks, Ottoman Armenians constituted two thirds of all Armenians, and 

 
see “Declaration: The Purpose and the Aim of the Newspaper, June 18(6), 1885.” This handwritten 
declaration is attached to the first issue of the newspaper deposited in the National Library of Armenia. See 
Armenia, August 1, 1885, no 1.  
78 L. Ajemian (ed.), Husher Armenak Ekariani [Memoirs of Armenak Ekarian](Cairo: Nor Astgh, 1947), 81–82. 
79 Ibid., 82. 
80 Hunch‘ak, October–November 1888, no. 11–12, 3. 
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the land inhabited by them was the largest part of the Armenian homeland. They 

emphasized the need of the implementations of reforms envisioned by the Article 61 of the 

Treaty of Berlin.81 Within a couple of years, because of their activities – especially after the 

1890 demonstrations in Erzurum and Constantinople – Hunchakians gained popularity 

among Armenians. Nonetheless, conflicting views on the relevance of socialism in the 

Ottoman context led to the split of the party in 1896, when a group of members who 

considered socialism not as important for the cause of Turkish Armenia and created a new 

party, Reformed Hunchakian Party (Verkazmial Hunch’akian kusaktsut‘yun). The Reformed 

Hunchakians not only excluded socialism from the political program but also rejected the 

idea of independence present in the program of “old” Hunchaks. Considering Ottoman 

Armenia as an integral part of the Ottoman Empire, they, nonetheless, wanted that “the 

Armenian provinces enjoy local autonomy in administrative, educational, and legislative 

issues.” 82  

A group of political activists and intellectuals, among them Kristap’or (Christopher) 

Mik’aelian, Simon Zavarian, and Step’an Zorian (Rostom), founded the Armenian 

Revolutionary Federation (hereafter Dashnaktsutyun or Dashnak party), the third political 

party in Tiflis in 1890.83 According to their political program, published in Droschak, the 

official organ of the party, their aim was “to achieve political and economic freedom in 

Ottoman Armenia by means of rebellion”84 Under this generalized phrase, they understood 

 
81 Ibid., 5. 
82 Tsragir-Kanonagir Verakazmeal Hunch’akian kusaktsut‘ean [Program of the Reformed Hunchakian Party] 
(Providence: Pahak, 1913), 12–16. 
83 It was initially founded as a Federation of Armenian Revolutionaries (Hay heghap’okhakanneri 
dashnaktsut’iun) and was renamed as Armenian Revolutionary Federation (Hay heghap’okhakan 
dashnaktsut’iun) later. See Hushapatum H. H. Dashnaktsut‘ean(1890–1950) [Memorial to the A. R. Federation] 
(Boston: Hayrenik‘ Press, 1950), 84, 170–177: 
84 Droschak, September 1894, no. 11, 2. 
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a struggle for right to life, freedom of speech and expression, equality before the law for all 

minorities, universal suffrage, and other civil liberties.85 Similar to the Hunchak party, their 

program was based on the concepts of socialism and nationalism. However, unlike the 

former, they neither foregrounded socialism nor considered independence a precondition 

for “freedom” in Armenia. Among the activity methods listed in the program were 

propaganda, organization of revolutionary committees (komitē), armed units for self-

defense, targeted operations and assassinations.86 Their operational tactic bore the 

influence of Russian secret societies, such as Narodnaya Volya (The People’s freedom). The 

organization of the party was based on the principle of decentralization that gave central 

and local committees a relatively wide freedom of activity.87 Over a short period, especially 

after the weakening of Armenakan and Hunchak parties, Dashnaktsutyun became the 

dominant political organization among Armenians. 

Despite some apparent differences, Armenian political parties had much in common. 

First, ideologically, Armenian nationalism was the basis for the political programs of all 

parties. For all of them the Armenians were a nation with a homeland – Turkish or Ottoman 

Armenia, as they called it –that was under foreign rule. This modern perception of 

Armenian nation was radically different from that of the Ottoman government, who 

continued to consider the Armenians as a religious minority scattered throughout the 

empire. Even though the Armenians overall had no claim for independence – with the 

exception of the “old” Hunchak party, whose vision even was very vague – they hoped for 

administrative autonomy in the Eastern provinces. Second, the worsening socio-economic 

 
85 Ibid.  
86 Ibid., 3. 
87 Ibid. 
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and political situation in the Eastern provinces compelled all political parties to pursue the 

implementations of reforms promised in Article 61 of the treaty of Berlin and hope for the 

intervention of the Great Powers. These facts put Armenian and Ottoman State nationalism 

in confronting positions in the last decades of the existence of the Ottoman Empire.  

 
 
The Destruction of Armenians, 1894–1923: The Failure of Armenian Liberalism and the 
Ottoman Solution to the Armenian Question 
 

The final decade of the nineteenth century further intensified the tensions between 

the Ottoman State and the Ottoman Armenians. In 1894, the Hunchakians’ efforts to 

organize resistance against the growing oppression by local Turkish officials and Kurdish 

tribes in Sassoun, ended up with a massacre of around 1,700 Armenians. In the wake of this 

event, Great Britain, France, and Russia presented a reform package to the Ottoman 

government on May 11, 1895.88 The lack of willingness from Abdülhamid II, compelled the 

Hunchakians to organize a peaceful demonstration in front of the Ottoman government at 

Bab Ali (Great Door, i. e. Sublime Porte) in Constantinople on September 18, 1895.89 The 

 
88 According to the Project of Reforms for the Eastern Provinces of Asia Minor, the Ottoman government should 
implement administrative, judicial, and financial reforms. Specifically, the reforms included: (1) Reduction of 
the number of provinces (vilayet) and improvement of the process of the selection of governors (vali); (2) 
Amnesty for Armenian political prisoners, return of  those who have been exiled, and final settlements of the 
pending proceedings for offences and crimes; (3) Compensation for damages and return of privileges taken 
from the Armenians; (4) Appointment of a “High Commissioner, “ who should supervise the implementation 
of reforms and creation of a Permanent Commission of Control in Constantinople; (5) Improvement of the 
condition of the Armenians living in other provinces of the Ottoman Empire; (6) Prohibition of forced 
conversion into Islam. For the full texts, see Great Britain. Foreign Office, Blue Book: Turkey. 1896, No. 1 
(Correspondence Respecting the Introduction of Reforms in the Armenian provinces of Asiatic Turkey) (London: 
Harrison and Sons, 1896), c. 7923, incs. 1 and 2 in no.45, Currie to Kimberley, 11 May 1895.  
89 For more details on Bab Ali demonstration, see Hisnameak, 1887-1937: Sōtsʻ. Dēmokratakan Hnchʻakean 
Kusaktsʻutʻean [The fiftieth anniversary of the Social Democrat Hunchakian Party, 1887–1937] (Providence: 
Central Committee of the Social Democrat Hunchakian Party, 1938), 124–134.  “Rioting and Bloodshed in 
Constantinople,” The Times (London), October 3, 1895, “Renewed Rioting in Constantinople,” The Times 
(London), October 2, 1895 “The Constantinople Riots,” The Times (London), October 7, 1895; Arsēn Kitur, 
Patmutʻiwn S.D. Hnchʻakean Kusaktsʻutʻean, 1887-1962 [History of Social Democrat Hunchakian Party], vol. 1 
(Beirut: Social Democrat Hunchakian Party Press, 1962), 153–160:  
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following bloodshed in the Ottoman capital increased the international pressure on the 

Sultan, who eventually signed the program of reforms on October 18, 1895.90  What 

followed, however, were not reforms, but a wave of massacres in Trapizon, Erzurum, Bitlis, 

Van, Diarbekir, and other regions. Despite several cases of resistance, Armenians were 

unable to prevent the murderous policy of the sultan. Although with the takeover of the 

Ottoman Bank in August 1896, Dashnaktsutyun could one more time attract European 

attention on the situation in Eastern provinces, the Europeans powers did not undertake an 

effective action to stop the massacres, sending only statements of protest to the Ottoman 

government.91 Some 100-300,000 Armenians fell victim to this bloodshed, known as 

Hamidian massacres.92  Madteos (Izmirlian), the Armenian Patriarch of Constantinople, in 

response to his stance against the massacres, was exiled to Jerusalem.93  

The Hamidian Massacres marked a shift of power within Armenian political parties. 

After losing many prominent figures, the Armenakans gradually faded from political life, 

and the Hunchaks lost their former prominence. The ARF became the most influential 

political organization among Armenians. In the following years, until 1908, the ARF did not 

abandon the hope for reforms, but was more cautious in its actions.94 The Dashnaks were 

 
90 Hunchak, the Hunchakian party organ, characterized it as a “great victory” arguing that they finally “forced 
the brutal perpetrator to recognize the Armenian rights, hear their voice...” See Hunchak, October 18, 1895, 
no. 18. 
91 On the takeover of Bank Ottoman, see Armēn Karō, Abruadz Ōrer (Boston: Hayrenikʿ, 1948) [English 
translation: Armen Garo, Bank Ottoman: Memoirs of Armen Garo (Detroit, MI: A. Topouzian, 1990)]; Mikʿayēl  
Varandian, H. H. Dashnakts'ut'ean patmut'iwn, Vol. 1 [History of A. R. Federation] (Paris: Navarre, 1932), 153–
176. 
92 R. J. Rummel, Death by Government (New Brunswick, N.J.: Transactions Publishers, 2009[1994]), 210. 
93 Simon Gabamachean, Amenapatiw T.T. Mattʿēos S. Arkʿepiskopos Izmirlean: Bardzrashnorh T. Eghishē S. 
Episkopos Durean:  Kensagrut'iwn [The Most Reverend Archbishop Madteos Izmirlean and The Right 
Reverend Bishop Eghishē Durean: Biography] (Constantinople:  Z.N. Berberian Press, 1908), 21. 
94 The failed assassination attempt on Sultan Abdülhamid II on July 21, 1905, is the most noticeable action of 
the ARF for this period. For more details, see Hrach‘ Tasnapetean, Niwt‘er H. H. Dashnakts‘ut‘ean Patmut‘ean 
Hamar [Materials for the History of the Armenian Revolutionary Federation], vol. 4 (Beirut: Hamska ïne Vahe 
Setian Press), 194–223;  Mikʿayēl  Varandian, H. H. Dashnakts'ut'ean patmut'iwn [History of A. R. Federation], 
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mostly engaged in local fedayi fights in Eastern provinces aiming to protect provincial 

Armenians.95 Over time, the ARF could also establish a close relationship with the rising 

Young Turk movement and participated in the Second Congress of Ottoman Opposition 

parties held in Paris in 1907. The Congress agreed to the use of armed resistance to achieve 

Abdülhamid’s abdication, change of administration, and a constitutional government.96 

However, this “tactical alliance” was by no means a common framework for incorporating 

the political objectives of the communities they represented. Despite the common 

antagonism toward Abdülhamid’s regressive rule, Young Turks, who were concerned by 

new potential territorial losses, did not share the Armenian vision of a decentralized 

empire in which Armenians could have autonomy. 

Armenians admitted the Young Turk Revolution of 1908 with enthusiasm, 

organizing parades and public ceremonies.97 The Ottoman Constitution was restored, 

elections were held, and Armenian deputies appeared in the Ottoman Parliament.98 Thus, 

many members of Armenian political parties returned from exile and engaged in 

professional politics. Despite the post-revolutionary euphoria and democratic shift in 

Ottoman administrations, Armenian newspapers of Constantinople continued to report 

 
vol. 1 (Paris: Navarre, 1932), 438–452. See also Eěltězi mahap‘ordzě. Eghernakan ateani datavarutiwně teghi 
unets‘ats Polsoy mēj: Stoyg teghekut'iwnner mahap'ordzi masin (Athens: Nor Or, 1933). 
95 The Battle of Arakelots’ Monastery in 1901 and Sassoun rebelion of 1904 are perhaps the most well-known 
cases. See Mikʿayēl  Varandian, H. H. Dashnakts'ut'ean patmut'iwn, Vol. 1,  247–250 and 265– 284.  N 4–5 of 
Droschak was almost entirely devoted to the events in Sassuon, See Drōshak, April–May 1904, no 4–5.. For 
Battle of Arak'elots' Monastery, see Andranik Ozanian and Lewon Liwlēchian, Arak'elots' vank'in krivě (Hay 
heghap'okhutenēn druag mē [The Battle of Arak'elots' Monastery: An Episode from the Armenian Revolution] 
(Boston: Hayrenik, 1924). 
96 Şükrü Hanioğlu, Preparation for a Revolution: The Young Turks, 1902–1908 (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2001), 205. 
97 On the euphoria following the revolution, see Bedross Der Matossian, Shattered Dreams of Revolution, 23–
47.  
98 More about Armenian deputies to Ottoman Parliament see Elke Hartmann, “The ‘Loyal Nation’ and Its 
Deputies: The Armenians in the First Ottoman Parliament,” in The First Ottoman Experiment in Democracy, ed. 
Christoph and Malek Sharif Herzog (Ergon-Verlag, 2010), 187–222. 
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about ongoing disastrous situations in the Eastern provinces, where the Armenians 

continued to experience violence from the sides of local administrators and Kurdish 

tribes.99 Moreover, the Counterrevolution of 1909 and its failure brought a new wave of 

violence for Armenians resulting in the Adana massacres.100 Despite the differing 

perspectives on the causes and responsibilities on these incidents in historiography, 

nonetheless, in the period following the counterrevolution, the CUP restricted civil liberties 

brought by the Revolution.  

In the following years, the conflicting views on the future of the empire persisted. 

While the Armenians looked at the constitution as a means for the promotion of their 

national rights and civil liberties, the Young Turks needed it as a tool for the preservation 

of the territorial integrity of the empire. The series of military and political failures, 

including the Austro-Hungarian annexation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgarian 

independence in 1908, defeats in the Italo-Turkish War of 1911–12, subsequent  losses in 

what is now Libya, and, finally, loss of most of remaining Ottoman possessions in Europe in 

the Balkan Wars of 1912–1913 had a major emotional impact on the Young Turks, 

strengthening their concerns for the empire’s future.101 At the same time between 1912 

and 1914, the terrible situation in the Eastern provinces intensified the pressure of the 

Great Powers on the Ottoman Empire. Under Russian pressure, the Ottoman government 

 
99 See, for example, Biwzandion, October 8 (21), 1908, no. 3659, 3; Biwzandion, October 9(22), no. 3660, 1. 
100 On the different perspectives on Adana Massacres (April 14–17 and April 25–27), see Bedross Der 
Matossian, “From Bloodless Revolution to a Bloody Counterrevolution: The Adana Massacres of 1909,” 
Genocide Studies and Prevention: An International Journal 6, no. 2 (Summer 2011): 152–173. For more details 
about the massacres, see Vahakn N. Dadrian, “The Circumstances Surrounding the 1909 Adana Holocaust,” 
Armenian Review 41, no. 4 (1988): 1–16; Raymond H. Kévorkian,“The Cilician Massacres, April 1909,” in 
Armenian Cilicia, ed. Richard G. Hovannisian and Simon Payaslian (Costa Mesa, CA: Mazda Publishers, 2008), 
339–369. 
101  Taner Akçam, From Empire to Republic: Turkish Nationalism and the Armenian Genocide (London and New 
York: Zed Books, 2004), 87–96. 



   

70 

 

signed an agreement on the Armenian Reform Package on February 8, 1914, that 

envisioned the split of Turkish Armenia into two inspectorates with European 

inspectors.102 However, the outbreak of World War I hindered the implementation of these 

reforms.  

Beyond the suspension of the reforms, World War I provided its opportunities for 

the ruling Young Turk leadership to “solve” the Armenian Question. This solution originally 

known by Armenians as Medz Yeghern (“Great Calamity/Catastrophe/Crime”), and now as 

Armenian Genocide, refers to mass atrocities committed against the Armenian population 

of the Ottoman Empire during World War I and the following years (1915–1923). The 

atrocities included the arrest and killing of the Armenian intellectual elite, the abuse and 

final destruction of tens of thousands of Armenian soldiers of the Ottoman army, and the 

deportation and massacres of hundreds of thousands of unprotected people, mainly 

children, women, and old men.  While large numbers of Armenians were killed in the final 

destination of their deportation path, – concentration camps in Syrian and Mesopotamian 

desserts – many others died during death marches from fatigue, starvation, thirst, and 

diseases. Many Armenians were killed in their cities, towns, and villages throughout the 

Empire. The abdication and abuse of large number of Armenian women and children, 

forced conversion into Islam and the final Turkification were essential components of the 

genocide. The government seized Armenian property, which in turn became a basis for the 

emergence of the Turkish national bourgeoisie. Because of these atrocities, surviving 

 
102 Davison, Roderic H. "The Armenian Crisis, 1912–1914." The American Historical Review 53, no. 3 (1948): 
504.  
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Armenians scattered all over the world forming of what is known now as Armenian 

Diaspora carrying with them the memories of loss.103  

 

Part II: The Emergence of Armenian American community, 1890s –1920s: 
From the Ottoman East to the United States: Armenian Immigration and the 
Emergence of the Community 

The presence of the Armenians in America goes back to the early seventeenth 

century. According to the records of Virginia Company of London, “Martin the Armenian,” 

also referred as “Martin Armenean,” “Martin an Armeanean,” and “John Martin the Persian” 

was the first Armenian who set foot in America in 1618 or 1619. The motives of his arrival 

are unknown, but he probably came as a servant of Virginia governor George Yardley.104 

The next known case was in 1653, when Edward Digges, another Virginia Governor 

brought two Armenians with “a high reputation in their native country for their skills and 

experience” to grow silk. It seems this experience turned to be successful, since Virginia 

General Assembly gave “four thousand pounds of tobacco” to “Armenian George,” for his 

 
103 There is a rich scholarship on the Armenian Genocide, and the scholars covered the topic from a variety of 
perspectives analyzing and emphasizing various factors, such as continuity, contingency, religion, ethnicity, 
nationalism, imperialism, demographics, etc. Some of the most prominent works include: Vahakn N. Dadrian, 
The History of the Armenian Genocide: Ethnic Conflict from the Balkans to Anatolia to the Caucasus 
(Providence, RI: Berghahn Books, 1995); Warrant for Genocide: The Key Elements of the Turko-Armenian 
Conflict (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers, 1998); Richard Hovannisian, “The Historical 
Dimensions of the Armenian Question, 1878-1923,” in The Armenian Genocide in Perspective, ed. by Richard G. 
Hovannisian (New Brunswick and Oxford: Transaction Books, 1986):19-41; “The Armenian Genocide: 
Wartime Radicalization or Premeditated Continuum?,” in The Armenian Genocide: Cultural and Ethical 
Legacies ed. by Richard G. Hovannisian (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers, 2007): 3-17; Donald 
Bloxham, “The Armenian Genocide of 1915-1916: Cumulative Radicalization and the Development of a 
Destruction Policy,” Past and Present 181(2003 ): 141-191; The Great Game of Genocide: Imperialism, 
Nationalism, and the Destruction of the Ottoman Armenians (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005); Ronald 
Grigor Suny, “They Can Live in the Desert but Nowhere Else": A History of the Armenian Genocide (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 2015): Taner Akçam, The Young Turks' Crime against Humanity: The Armenian 
Genocide and Ethnic Cleansing in the Ottoman Empire (Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 2012), Fuat 
Dündar, Crime of Numbers: The Role of Statistics in the Armenian Question (1878-1918) (New Brunswick, NJ: 
Transaction Publishers, 2010); Raymond Kevorkian, The Armenian Genocide: A Complete History (London: I. B. 
Tauris, 2011).  
104 Vartan Malcom, The Armenians in America (Boston: The Pilgrim Press, 1919), 51–52. 
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accomplishments in 1656, who was probably one of these two Armenians brought by 

Digges, to induce him to remain engaged in the silk production in Virginia.105 Except for 

these two cases, history is silent about the later arrival of Armenians to America until the 

nineteenth century.  Therefore, “Martin the Armenian” and two silk workers had 

mythological, rather than real historical significance for Armenian Americans, since 

immigrant Armenians of the later period could symbolically connect themselves to early 

America and feel a part of American history.106  

Armenian immigration to the United States, in the real sense of the word, began in 

the nineteenth century and was initially conditioned by the activities of Protestant 

missionaries in the Ottoman Empire. The American Board of Commissioners for Foreign 

Missions (ABCFM), an American Christian missionary organization, established its first 

station in Constantinople in 1831 and expended its influence in the following decades 

founding churches and school throughout the whole empire.107 Having failed to convert 

Muslim Turks into Christianity, they were more successful among Armenian Christians. The 

American missionaries sparked an increasing interest among Armenians in the United 

States. Khachatur Voskanian, the first known Armenian immigrant in the nineteen century, 

was a former pupil in a missionary school in Turkey before arriving to America in 1834.108 

In the following decades, dozens, then hundreds of Armenians, mostly students, workers, 

 
105 Philip Alexander Bruce, Economic History of Virginia in the Seventeenth Century: An Inquiry into the 
Material Condition of the People Based Upon Original and Contemporaneous Records, vol. 1 (New York and 
London: Macmillan, 1896), 365, 368. 
106 Robert Mirak, Torn Between Two Lands: Armenians in America 1890 to World War I (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1983), 36. 
107 For more details, see American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions. Historical Sketch of the 
Missions of the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions In European Turkey, Asia Minor, and 
Armenia (New York: J.A. Gray & Green, 1866), 38–41. 
108 Bishop Mushegh Seropian (ed.) Amerikahay Tarets‘uyts‘ě 1912 [American Armenian Almanac 1912], vol 1. 
(Boston: Kilikia Printing House, 1912), 16–34: 
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and business people, came from Turkish Armenia.  Records show the names of several 

Armenians, such as Simon Minassian, who participated in the Civil War as physicians or 

soldiers. 109  Overall, education, economic prospects, and later escape from political 

persecutions were the primary purposes of early Armenian immigrants. By 1894, there 

were no more than 3,000 Armenians in the United States.110 

The Hamidian Massacres of 1894–97 changed the purposes and scale of 

immigration. The unprecedented wave of state violence in the Ottoman Empire produced 

also an unprecedented level of immigration to the United Statas. Thousands of survivors 

came annually during and after the massacres, and their overall number for this period 

reached to some 12,000.111 Since after 1899, the US Bureau of Immigration began to 

classify immigrants not only by their country of origin but also by race, the data for the 

following years are more accurate. Following the decline of the immigration rate after the 

massacres, one can see a gradual increase in the following years. Annually 1,500 – 2,000 

Armenians came to America during this period. It can be partially explained by the fact that 

there was no improvement in the social, economic, and political situation in Eastern 

provinces of the Empire. Moreover, clashes between Armenians and local Turkish 

administrations and Kurdish irregulars were not rare, and Armenian political parties 

organized several fedayi battles especially in Taron, a region encompassing mountainous 

Mush and Sassoun, in the period between 1900 and 1908.112 The number of arrivals saw a 

 
109  Simon Minassian; Karapet Galustian; Paronik Matossian, Zora Theodorian, and Narinian of Smyrna served 
in a hospital in Philadelphia.  The later one also served as a solder.  Armenak Khasgiughts’i was a soldier, who 
reached to the rank of orderly to commander. For more details, see Haik, February 15, 1892, no. 4, 27. 
110 Malcom, The Armenians in America, 66. 
111 For more details, see Mirak, Torn between Two Lands, 47, 292; and Malcom, The Armenians in America, 65. 
112 For more information, see Leon Tchormissian, Hamapatker Arevmtahayots Mek Daru Patmutean [An 
Overview of a Century of Western Armenian History]. vol. 2.  (Beirut: G. Doniguian and sons, 1974), 373–393. 
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new peak in 1910, the year following the Adana massacres, when more than 5,500 

Armenians entered the United States. After that, until the outbreak of the World War I, the 

numbers of entering Armenians increased further.  Overall, 51,950 Armenians came to the 

United States from 1899 to 1914.113  

Violence, persecutions, and massacres were not necessarily the only cause of 

Armenian immigration. Both before and after the Hamidian massacres, the Armenians 

came for different reasons. Education, jobs, and economic opportunities were important 

factors to consider.114  For example, Armenian immigrants from the village of Hussenig 

(near Kharberd), after working in the US, bought so much land in the Kharberd plain that 

this fact even created concerns for Turkish government that sought to ban Armenian 

emigration.115 Many others came to escape military service introduced for Christian 

subjects after the Young Turk Revolution in 1908. Some Armenian immigrants were not 

from the Ottoman Empire at all. For instance, more than 3,000 Armenian came from Russia 

between 1899 and 1917.116 Therefore, one needs to be very cautious while attributing 

Armenian immigration only to Ottoman persecutions.  However, at the same time, one 

should consider the link between the socio-economic causes of immigration and socio-

political atmosphere in the Ottoman provinces. If the Ottoman persecutions were not 

 
113 This data is the Total number of Armenian immigrants according to official data. Here is the more detailed 
account; 1899–674; 1900–982; 1901–1,855; 1902–1,151; 1903–1,759; 1904–1,745 1905– 1,878; 1906– 
1895; 1907–2,644; 1908–3,299; 1909–3,108; 1910– 5,508; 1911–3,092; 1912–5,222; 1913– 9,353; 1914– 
7,785. See, United States, Bureau of Immigration, The Annual Report of the Commissioner General of 
Immigration (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1930), 212–215. 
114 Historian David Gutman foregrounds socio-economic factors in Armenian migration for the period 
between 1885 and 1915. See David Gutman, The Politics of Armenian Migration to North America, 1885-1915: 
Sojourners, Smugglers, and Dubious Citizens (Edinburg: Edinburg University Press, 2019). 
115 Haik, September 15, 1892, no. 18, 139. 
116 Malcom, The Armenians in America, 68.  
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necessarily the main cause of the Armenian immigration, they directly or indirectly 

influenced much of pre-genocide Armenian emigration.    

Official data indicate a sharp decline in the number of Armenian immigrants 

arriving in the United States in 1915 – 932 people. World War I made emigration from the 

Ottoman Empire to America difficult. Moreover, the ongoing murder of hundreds of 

thousands of people dramatically decreased the number of Armenians. Nonetheless, the 

immigration rate increased gradually in the following years and 24,179 Armenians entered 

the United States between 1915 and 1924.117  The immigration Act of 1924, also referred to 

as National Origins Act, introduced a quota system that dramatically reduced immigration 

to the United States. Despite this fact, 5,081 Armenians came between 1925 and 1930.118 

There is no available accurate information on the number of Armenian immigrants 

between 1931 and 1947.  In 1947–1965, some 25,000 Armenians came to America as 

refugees as result of the works of Armenian National Committee for Homeless Armenians 

(ANCHA) created in 1947. The Displaced Persons Act exempted them from the National 

Origins Act.119 Not all survivors, therefore, came during or just after the Genocide. Many of 

them reached the United States after staying in different countries of the Middle East and 

Europe.  

 
117 Here are the exact numbers of arrivals per year:  1915 – 932; 1916 – 964; 1917-1,221; 1918 – 221; 1919 
– 282; 1920 – 2,762; 1921 –10,212; 1922 –2,249; 1923 – 2,396; 1924 – 2,940; 1925 –576; 1926–741; 
1927–983; 1928–1062; 1929–929; 1930–790. United States, Bureau of Immigration, The Annual Report of 
the Commissioner General of Immigration (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1930), 215–216.  
118 1925 –576; 1926–741; 1927–983; 1928–1062; 1929–929; 1930–790. See United States, Bureau of 
Immigration, The Annual Report of the Commissioner General of Immigration (Washington: Government 
Printing Office, 1930), 216. 
119 See Harold Takooshian, “Armenian Immigration to the United States from the Middle East,” Journal of 
Armenian Studies 3 (Winter 1986–87), 142. 
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The Armenian speaking population was mostly concentrated in Massachusetts 

(24.98%), California (19.1%) and New York (13.3%), Pennsylvania (6.7%), New Jersey 

(6.6%), Michigan (6%), Rhode Island (5.5%), and Illinois (4.1%).120 Overall the Northeast 

and California hosted around 80% of Armenians by that time.121 New York City, Fresno CA, 

and Worcester, MA were the cities with that highest concentration of Armenians, followed 

by Boston, Philadelphia, Chicago, West Hoboken, Jersey City, Detroit, Los Angeles, Troy, and 

Cleveland.122  

 

Armenian Immigrants in American context 

The increasing influx of Armenians to the United States coincided with one of the 

most dramatic phases in immigration history of the nation. 20 million immigrants, mainly 

from Central, Eastern, and Southern Europe entered the United States between 1890 and 

1924 in the wake of the acceleration of industrialization and subsequent need of 

workforce.123 While the intensification of immigration came to meet the growing needs of 

the economy, it also triggered an unprecedented level of anti-immigrant anxiety in 

American society. These anti-immigrant moods were based on several common fears, 

including political, social-cultural, and economic concerns about potential dangers that 

they posed to the “natives.”  Specifically, immigrants have been seen as agents of foreign 

powers, as Catholics, Jewish and Japanese people, or unable to be good citizens, as 

Mexicans, Southern and Eastern Europeans. Moreover, despite the beneficial effects of 

 
120 U.S. Census Reports, Fourteenth Census, Volume II, Population 1920, General Report and Analytical Tables 
(Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1922), 984–985.  
121 Ibid. 
122 Malcom, The Armenians in America, 73. 
123 Roger Daniels, Not Like Us: Immigrants and Minorities, in America, 1890–1924 (Chicago: Ivan R. Dee, 1997), 
viii.  
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immigration on the economy, immigrants had been seen as economic threats as well and 

were accused of stealing jobs.124 Finally, and perhaps most importantly, since the 

newcomers did not simply blend in and become Americans, they were accused of posing a 

serious threat to the “American way of life.”125 

The exclusionary nativism that opposed immigrants on the ground of their foreign 

connections voiced and reproduced exclusionary fears and attitudes present in America. 

Journals like Chronicle: A Magazine of American Culture and Social Contract, supported the 

idea of the unsuitability of immigrants for American society.126  Much later, writer Kenneth 

Lewis Roberts would go further, considering immigration a “slow poison” and reminded 

the readers about “disappearance of the old Roman people and the substitution of inferior 

alien races that had come in from all over the East.”127 In many places, anti-immigrant 

sentiments turned to violence against immigrant workers and attacks on their properties.  

Not all Americans shared these attitudes, but many of them held anti-immigrant 

sentiments, to some degree. The erosion of local norms and symbols, non-English language 

use, food, costumes, crime and poverty associated with immigrants concerned them 

most.128 In the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century, Americanization and 

immigration restriction movements came to offer parallel and overlapping solutions to the 

problems caused by large-scale immigration.  

 
124 John Higham, Strangers in the Land: Patterns of American Nativism, 1860–1925 (New Brunswick, N. J.: 
Rutgers University Press, 1955 [Reprint 2002]), 77–87,  208–209; Benjamin B. Ringer and Elinor R. Lawless, 
Race-Ethnicity and Society (New York: Routledge, 1989), 181–182. 
125 Charles Jaret, "Troubled by Newcomers: Anti-Immigrant Attitudes and Action during Two Eras of Mass 
Immigration to the United States," Journal of American Ethnic History 18, no. 3 (1999): 20–29. 
126 Ibid., 29. 
127 “Slow Poison,” Saturday Evening Post, 2 February 1924, 54–58. 
128 Jaret, "Troubled by Newcomers,” 29–31. 
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Americanization, as this movement was had been called, emphasized the need of 

cultural assimilation of the “new” immigrants. Its impetus came from two civic-minded 

groups – social settlements and patriotic hereditary societies – with two distinct views on 

how one should become an “American.” While both considered the assimilation as a 

necessary step for immigrants on the way of becoming a good citizen, they had differences 

in the approach to the agency of immigrants in that process. Whereas settlements sought to 

respond to the human needs of immigrants offering receptive environments for them, thus 

tempering the course of assimilation, patriotic societies, such as the Daughters of the 

American Revolutions, the Society of Colonial Dames, and the Sons of the American 

Revolution promoted the idea of loyalty. As the D.A.R. put it, they “taught obedience to law, 

which is the groundwork of true citizenship.” In both cases, Common schools had been seen 

as the most important institution in the path of ethnic unity. In the words of a New York 

high school principal, education “will solve every problem of our national life, even that of 

assimilating our foreign element.” Young Men's Christian Association (YMCA) and Young 

Women’s Christian Association (YWCA) were perhaps the most active participants of the 

educational enterprise in the Americanization efforts.129 

With the beginning of World War I and the entry of the US into the war, the 

Americanization movement became an official, state-sponsored movement.  Federal 

agencies, such as the Bureau of Education, the Bureau of Naturalization, and the Committee 

on Public Information (after 1917), supported Americanization programs to achieve loyalty 

and conformity among immigrants. Instruction in English and civics, acquaintance with 

middle class values were important components thereof. However, it was the 

 
129 Higham, Strangers in the Land,  236–250. 
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unsatisfactory results of Americanization for its proponent and the atmosphere of the war 

that brought new immigration restrictions.130 The Immigration Act of 1917, known as 

Literacy Act or Asiatic Barred Zone Act was the most sweeping immigration restriction 

ever passed. According to this document, contract laborers, mostly Asians, persons with 

criminal background, persons not meeting certain moral, financial, health, and literacy 

requirements were among the prohibited categories.131  Moreover, the further 

dissatisfaction with the results of Americanization, the post-war resumption of large-scale 

immigration, and economic depressions of 1921–1922, created a new demand for further 

restrictions. The Johnson-Reed Act, passed by Congress in 1924, strictly restricted the 

numbers of immigrants entering the United State based on “national origins” quota. Putting 

an upper limit of 150,000 upon any one year, only two percent of each nationality (of the 

1890 census) would be allowed to enter the country. While aiming to limit the entry of 

Southern and Eastern Europeans, it also completely prohibited Asian – and especially 

Japanese– immigration.132  

After its heyday during World War I and the following two years, and the restriction 

of immigration in 1924, Americanization gradually lost its intensity in the 1920s and 

1930s. Moreover, intellectual reassessment of this movement brought much critique to the 

 
130 The earliest and most significant restriction of this era was the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 that 
restricted the entry of Chinese immigrants and barred Chinese persons from naturalization. For more 
information, see Charles J. McClain, In Search of Equality: The Chinese Struggle Against Discrimination in 
Nineteenth-Century America (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994); Lucy E. Salyer, Laws Harsh as 
Tigers: Chinese Immigrants and the Shaping of Modern Immigration Law (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 1995); Erika Lee, At America’s Gates: Chinese Immigration during the Exclusion Era, 1882–1943 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2004).  
131 Roger Daniels, Not Like Us: Immigrants and Minorities, in America, 1890–1924 (Chicago: Ivan R. Dee, 1997), 
80–83. 
132 Maldwyn Allen Jones, American Immigration (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press: 1992 
[1960]), 237. 
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table.  Specifically, the scholars cast doubt on the effectiveness of its coercive nature and 

the neglect of immigrants’ individual and collective agency in the process.133 As the 

testimonies of immigrants collected by WPA’s Writers’ Project in the second half of 1930s 

demonstrate, the interwar years did not bring an inevitable assimilation for every 

immigrant. While these stories show that the majority of immigrants eventually became 

American, however, the differences in the ways and possibilities to assimilate, as well as 

the wide range of “Americas” created by immigrants are remarkable.134 No less important 

was the role of certain institutions both within and outside the immigrant communities 

that served as informal mediators for Americanization or cultural assimilations. Public and 

parochial schools, workplace, popular culture, political life, and consumer culture, as well 

as ethnic churches and immigrants’ voluntary organizations created an atmosphere for 

immigrants to negotiate their Americanization on their own. 

 

Transporting the Communal Structure: The Armenian Church, Compatriotic Unions, 
and Political Parties 

In September 1888, Mkrtich’ P’ortugalian, a famous Armenian intellectual and 

leader, who was in America for fundraising purposes for his Marseille-based newspaper, 

Armenia,  gave a public lecture for some 250 Armenians gathered in a hall at 418 Main 

Street, Worcester. In his speech, he emphasized the importance of the national church – 

along with press and school – without which the Armenians in the United States, in his 

words, “cannot survive.”135 In reality, P’ortugalian’s speech was echoing the desire of local 

 
133 For a brief review of the critique, see Dorothee Schneider, Crossing Borders: Migration and Citizenship in 
the Twentieth-Century United States (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 2011), 163–167. 
134 Ibid., 168. 
135 More specifically, he said, “You have to try to have your own Church. Wherever the Armenian has gone, he 
has taken his Church, press, and school with him. Without those three, he cannot survive.” See Mushegh 
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nationalist leaders to establish a branch of the national church. Up until that point, 

Armenians, both Protestant and Apostolic, attended Protestant churches for their religious 

needs and the tensions between the leaders of two faiths were recurrent. What followed 

this lecture was the establishment of Armenian Club (Kachaṙ Haykakan) one of the first 

Armenian national organizations in the United States. Soon the Club refused membership 

to Protestant Armenians and decided to send a letter to the Armenian Patriarch of 

Constantinople asking him to establish a pastorship on American soil. The Patriarch sent 

Bishop Hovsep Sarajian to Worcester the next year, who became the first Armenian priest 

in the United States. 136 

In the following year, Bishop Sarajian and the Church Trustees (Hogabardzut‘yun), 

established by him, worked hard, including fundraising efforts, to found a church, as well.  

The church, according to the resolution adopted by the Church Trustees on February 20, 

1890, should preserve the Armenians “from being alienated,” who came to America “by 

reason of persecution and abject poverty.”137 The first Armenian Church was built in 

Worcester, Massachusetts, and was a modest wooden structure on Laurel Hill not far from 

the Armenian quarter of the city.  The consecration ceremony of Holy Savior (Surb 

P‘rkich‘), as the church was named, was held on 18 January 1891, on the day of Armenian 

Christmas.138 

 
Seropian (ed.), Amerikahay Tarets‘uyts‘ě 1913 [American Armenian Almanac 1913], vol 2. (Boston: Kilikia 
Printing House, 1913), 50–51. 
136 See Art‘en Ashjian, Vichakats‘oyts‘ ew patmut‘iwn arajnordakan t‘emin Hayots‘ Amerikayi [Resume and 
History of the Armenian American Prelatical Diocese] (New York: Diocese of the Armenian Church in 
America, 1948), 278–279. 
137 Mushegh Seropian, Amerikahay Amerikahay Tarets‘uyts‘ě 1913, 70; Art‘en Ashjian, Vichakats‘oyts‘, 278; 
Oshagan Minassian, A History of the Armenian Holy Apostolic Orthodox Church in the United States, 1888–1944 
(Monterey, CA: Mayreni, 2010), 72. 
138 See Worcester Daily Telegraph, January 19, 1891.   
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While the pastorate was an important step toward the organization of religious life 

of the community, it also brought new tensions in the following years. Specifically, the 

tendency of various political or interest groups within the community to advance their 

vision or stakes clashed with the vision of Father Sarajian, who was seeking to keep the 

Church away from political and non-religious affairs. It is not surprising that he soon 

resigned. Maghakia (Vardabet) Dēroonian (1894-1897), the next pastor, became a target 

for nationalists for his “silence” and “absence” from communal efforts during the Hamidian 

massacres. Moreover, Church Trustees appealed to the Holy Sea of Ēdjmiadsin for a new 

pastor, because “pastors from Turkey were Turcophile, while those from Ējmiatsin were 

patriotic and linguistic.”139  Mashtots‘ P’ap’azian(1897 –1898), the third pastor, was 

appointed by Ēdjmiadsin, had pro-ARF views that, in turn, resulted in discontent of the 

rival groups.140 According to Maghak’ia Ormanian, then Armenian Patriarch of 

Constantinople, the transfer of supervision of Armenian Americans from the Armenian 

Patriarch of Constantinople to the Holy See of Ējmiatsin sought to eliminate the pressure on 

a Patriarch coming from the Sultan, who wanted to use the power of the Patriarch to quell 

the influence of Armenian revolutionary parties within Armenian American 

communities.141 

The increase of Armenian immigration conditioned by the Hamidian massacres, 

necessitated a more proper Church organization. Catholicos Khrimian established the 

Diocese of the Armenian Church of America with a decree of 1898 and appointed Hovsep 

 
139 Mushegh Seropian, Amerikahay Taretsuytsě 1913, 103. 
140 Minassian, A History of the Armenian, 79–87. 
141 Maghak’ia Ormanian, Azgapatum [History of the Nation], vol. 3. Till Year 1909 (Antelias, Lebanon: 
Armenian Catholicosate of Cilicia Press, 2001 [1912]), 5102–5105: 
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Vardapet Sarajian, the first Armenian priest in America,  as the first  primate.142 Within the 

next decades, new Armenian Apostolic churches appeared in Providence, RI (Holy 

Translators, 1897), New York (Saint John Chrysostom, 1900), Fresno, CA (Holy Trinity, 

1900); Union City, NJ (Holy Cross, 1907).  By 1924, the number of Armenian Apostolic 

churches in the United States reached fourteen and doubled during the next two 

decades.143 

The Protestants were the second largest faith group among Armenians, constituting 

about fifteen percent of the immigrants. They were mostly followers of Congregational and 

Presbyterian denominations, with the former in majority.144  They were initially connected 

to the ABCFM and after coming to the US attended American Churches. Specifically, 

Armenian immigrants in Fresno, CA attended First Congregational Church in the 1880s. 

However, the tensions between Armenians and Americans led to the expulsion of 

Armenian churchgoers.145 With the help of the Presbyterians, it took several years for 

Armenians to establish their First Armenian Evangelical Presbyterian Church.146 The 

second group of Armenians expelled by Americans founded the Fresno Armenian 

Evangelical Pilgrim Congregational Church in 1901.147 Protestant Armenians founded their 

churches in Fowler, CA, Yettem, CA, Parlier, and Los Angeles. On the Eastern coast, the first 

Armenian Protestant church was opened on July 14, 1901, in Worcester. It was named 

Armenian Evangelical Martyrs Church.  Armenians established protestant churches in West 

 
142 Minassian, A History of the Armenian, 99–100․ 
143 For the list of the Armenian Apostolic Churches in the United States, see Minassian, A History of the 
Armenian, 403. 
144 Malcom, The Armenians in America, 99. 
145 Mushegh Seropian (ed.) Amerikahay Taretsuytsě 1912, vol 1., 63. 
146 Gotchnag, August 22, 1914, no. 34, 808. 
147 George B. Kooshian, Jr., “The Armenian Immigrant Community of California: 1880-1935” (PhD diss., Los 
Angeles: University of California, Los Angeles. 2002), 94–95.   
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Hoboken, Boston, Lawrence, Lowell, Providence, Philadelphia (Congregational) and Troy 

(Presbyterian) as well.148 

Compared to the Apostolics, whose churches were kept by the members themselves, 

Armenian Protestant churches were receiving considerable financial assistance from State 

Home Missionary Societies. This enabled them to organize their churches as well as 

Apostolic Armenians despite their small number.149  While the Apostolic Church aimed to 

preserve the “old” culture, language, family, marriage in the New World, the Protestant 

churches emphasized the importance of the adaptation to the “new” culture. 150 Protestant 

Ministers were well educated and sought to keep the followers far from political squabbles. 

In 1892, Karekin Chitijian was probably the most popular Armenian preacher in Worcester, 

where he attracted many Apostolic Armenians to the Protestant Church with his passionate 

sermons about harsh conditions of Ottoman Armenians. The ABCFM dismissed Chitjijian 

fearing that his sermons could endanger the American missionaries working in Turkey.151 

Overall, as in the home country, the Armenian Church could reestablish itself as one 

of the most important institutions among Armenian immigrants. Yet, the Armenian Church 

faced serious challenges in the United States. Unlike in the home country, church 

attendance decreased significantly, and the churchgoers also did not observe the rich 

calendar of religious ceremonies. Only the primary Christian festivals of Christmas and 

Easter kept their popularity.152 Another major challenge was the tensions between 

communal groups, political parties, and different persons. For political parties, greater 

 
148 Mirak, Torn between Two Lands, 197–198. 
149 Malcom, The Armenians in America, 101. 
150 Mirak, Torn between Two Lands, 201. 
151 Ibid., 189. 
152 Mirak, Torn between Two Lands, 193–195. 



   

85 

 

influence on church affairs meant more influence on the community itself.  The resistance 

from the part of Sarajian, and some other church leaders, made them an object of harsh 

criticism in the party press.153 

After the foundation of Armenian political parties, it took no long time for them to 

penetrate the emerging Armenian American community. The Hunchakian party opened its 

first branch in New York in 1891. In the wake of the activities of Khan Azad (Nishan 

Garabedian) and above mentioned Karekin Chitijian, Hunchakian branches appeared in 

Providence, Worcester, Boston, Lawrence, Lynn, Nashua, and Milton.154 The origin of the 

Armenian Revolutionary Federation (ARF) in America was in 1895, when they opened 

some ten komitē – party groups.155 By 1907, due to the efforts of Suren (Simon Shkheyan), 

T. Vahanian, Arshak Vramian and other leaders, the ARF had 50 komitēs with 1,200 

members.156  In the United States, however, concerns over the relevance of socialism – one 

of the two ideological pillars of these parties – was even more debatable, especially among 

Hunchakians. Some of the party members in Malden and Lynn, for example, voiced these 

concerns in the early 1890s. These concerns included a fear of the stigma of “anarchist 

plot.”157 After the split of the Hunchakian party in 1896 into “Old” (socialists) Hunchakians 

and Reformed Hunchakian Party (Verkazmial Hunch’akian kusaktsut‘yun), the latter one 

was more popular. Nonetheless, after this split, Hunchakian gradually yielded the dominant 

 
153 Oshagan Minassian, A History of the Armenian, 110 –111. 
154 Manug Djizmedjian, Patmut‘iwn amerikahay k‘aghak‘akan kusakts‘ut‘eants‘, 1890–1925. [History of 
Armenian-American Political Parties, 1890–1925] (Fresno: Nor-Or Press, 1930), 10. 
155 Simon Vrats‘ian, ed., H.H.D.: Vat‘sunamēak [ARF: The Sixtieth Anniversary] (1890-1950), Boston: 
Publication of the ARF’ Central Committee of America), vii.   
156 Hrach‘ Tasnapetean, Niwt‘er, vol. 4, 187:  
157 Mirak, Torn between Two Lands, 208.  
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role in the community to the ARF.  Moreover, much later the Reformed Hunchakians joined 

former Armenakans and formed a new party, called Ramkavar.158 

Armenian political parties, despite ideological and tactical differences, were 

foremost advocates of the Armenian Question in the United States since their foundation. 

Beyond their efforts to preserve Armenian cultural heritage within the community, they 

virtually lived with the concerns over the fate of the Ottoman Armenians in home country.  

They founded clubs and societies, organized public meetings and rallies, established 

Armenian press to voice inhuman conditions their brothers and sisters were in, they raised 

money to save the survivors of the Ottoman atrocities - orphans and widows, and even 

volunteered to go to fight the perpetrators.159 Not everything was as idyllic as one may 

think at first sight. Inter-party squabbles, accompanied with violence and even bloodshed 

were integral parts of party life. Throughout the first decade of their activity in America, 

they received a great deal of opposition from the Armenian Church and American 

Missionaries. The promotion of the Armenian Question also caused an opposition and 

counteractivity from the Ottoman diplomatic mission in Washington.160 Overall, Armenian 

 
158 Ramkavar was founded in 1908 as Armenian Constitutional Democratic Party. After 1921, it became 
Democratic Liberal Party (A.D.L.) and unified the former Armenakans and some of the Reformed 
Hunchakians. For more information, see Andranik Andrēassian, Patmut‘iwn Ramkavar Azatakan Kusak 
ts‘ut‘ean Amerikayi Arewmtēan shrjanaki [The History of the Democratic Liberal Party’ Western American 
Brench] (Los Angeles: Nor Ōr, 1981), 10.  
159 Hairenik (1899) and its English section, Hairenik Weekly (1934), were the most important periodicals of 
the ARF in America. After the split of the Hunchakian party, Yeritassard Hayastan (Young Armenia, 1903) and 
Tzayn Haireniats (Voice of Fatherland, 1899--1907) were the organs of “Old” and Reformed Hunchakians 
respectively. To present the Armenian cause to the American public, the Reformed Hunchakians also founded 
“Armenia,” an English-langue monthly magazine (after 1910, New Armenia). After the schism within the 
Reformed Hunchakian party, new Hunchakian newspapers appeared – Pahak in Providence and Azk (Nation) 
in Boston. After the establishment of Democratic Liberal Party, Azk and Pahak unified and formed a new 
newspaper, named Paikar (Struggle) in 1923.  
160 For more information on this issue, see Mirak, Torn between Two Lands, 209–217. 



   

87 

 

political parties were vital social institutions within the community that kept the 

community preoccupied with the political fate of the homeland. 

Among the challenges American environment introduced to the Armenian 

immigrants was the realization of their backwardness.  The contrast between the poor 

Ottoman provinces, with an illiterate population in majority, and America with its 

entrepreneurial spirit and educational system was high. After detecting the link between 

America’s success and education, Armenian immigrants realized how important education 

was. Following the examples of their fellow Armenians in Constantinople several decades 

ago, they began to form educational/compatriotic unions to assist educational attempts in 

their native villages.  However, beyond educational purposes, educational unions in 

America were means for social gatherings for immigrants. The primary impetus of 

organizing educational unions came from the successful experience of the Armenian Union 

of New York, the first known Armenian organization in the United States founded in 1886. 

Aiming “to create connections between the Armenians living in America, to develop 

national feelings, and support initiatives beneficial to the nation,” this organization, as 

bishop Mushegh Seropian attested, helped some illiterate immigrants not only to learn to 

read and write in Armenian but also made them “zealous patriots.”161 

The first Armenian compatriotic unions in America emerged with clear educational 

purposes. The Armenian words “Dprots‘asirats,” “Krt‘asirats‘,” and “Usumnasirats‘” 

(synonyms in Armenian language with a meaning of “school or education supporters'') 

were in the official titles of all unions created in America. For example, Houssenig 

Educational Union (Houssenigi Usumnasirats Enkerutyun), the first known Armenian 

 
161 Seropian, Amerikahay Tarets‘uyts‘ě 191,2, vol 1, 171, 174.  
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compatriotic organization, was created In Worcester, MA in 1888 by several Armenians 

from Houssenig village (Kharberd Province, Ottoman Empire) to assist the pupils studying 

in the school of St. Varvar’s church in their village.162 Kiwrin (Gürün) Educational Union 

(Kiwrinoy Usumnasirats Enkerutyun Amerikayi), founded in 1899 in Providence, aimed to 

“build a new college in Kiwrin, and when possible to assist the existing ones.”163 According 

to Bishop Seropian, almost all Ottoman Armenian towns and villages with more than 

twenty Armenians in the New World had their educational/compatriotic unions in 

America.164 For example, Armenians from the villages of Kharberd regions established 

around forty educational unions in America.165 Each union, as a rule, had “constitutions” 

that laid the principles of the government, fundraising, and the spheres of activity. For 

instance, Togat Educational Union (1913) was governed by an “administrative council” that 

was responsible to the General Assembly of the union.166 Usually, membership dues were 

the main source to generate funds, but they also organized fundraising parties, and some of 

them, such as the Adana Educational Union, founded businesses to have more income.167 

While some of these voluntary organizations had very short lives, many others, such 

as compatriotic unions created by the Armenians of Sebastia, Kharberd, Malatia (1904), 

and Arabkir had strong organizations and continued their activities for decades. These 

 
162 Manug  Djizmedjian, Kharberdē ev ir zavaknerē [ Kharpert and Its Children] (Fresno, CA: M. G. Jizmejian, 
1955), 276. 
163  Petros Minasian, Patmagirk‘ Kiwrini [History Book of Kiwrin]. Beirut: Kiwrin Compatriotic Union, 1974), 
743. 
164 Seropian, Amerikahay Tarets‘uyts‘ě 1912, vol. 1, 171,  
165 Djizmedjian, Kharberdē ev ir zavaknerē, 254. 
166 Arshag Alboyadjian, Patmut‘iwn Ewdokioy hayots': Teghagrakan, patmakan ew azgagrakan 
teghekut'iwnnerov [History of the Armenians in Tokat: With Topographical, Historical, and Ethnographical 
Information] (Cairo, Egypt: Armenian Educational Society of Tokat, 1952), 1718–1722.  
167 Biwzand Eghiayan, Adanayi hayots‘ patmut‘iwn [The History of Adana Armenians] (Antilias, Lebanon: 
Adanayi Hayrenakts'akan Miut'iWn, 1970), 897. 
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societies became important social institutions of Armenian American community. 

American context and the Armenian Genocide not only enlarged the membership of these 

unions but made some fundamental changes in their aims and practices. The murder of 

their countrymen, destruction of their villages and towns, the influx of survivors shifted the 

focus of these organizations from education to relief work. Keserik Educational Union, 

founded in the 1880s in Worcester, MA, for example, made “moral and financial assistance 

to the survivors” of the genocide to their village its priority.168 Moreover, these 

unions/societies contributed to the emergence of unique social spaces inhabited by the 

memories of the murdered Armenians, and the lost hometowns and home villages.169   

 
Conclusion 

The influx of European concepts of nationalism, liberalism, and constitutionalism in 

the nineteenth century Ottoman Empire largely influenced the new imagination of an 

Armenian nation.  The new perception defined the Armenian nation as an ethno-territorial 

unit, instead solely as a religious community. Contrary to this transformed Armenian self-

image, Ottoman authorities never shared this vision.  Even nineteenth century Ottoman 

reforms, the declaration and later restoration of the Ottoman Constitution (1876, 1908) 

had different meanings for the Ottoman elite and liberal minded Armenian intellectuals. 

While the former aimed to preserve the territorial integrity of the empire, the latter sought 

to achieve equal rights with Muslims and security from the state. The internationalization 

of the Armenian Question in 1878 brought no solution to it, but instead increased the gap 

between imperial authorities and the Armenian minority. The waves of the state and 

 
168 Djizmedjian, Kharberdē ev ir zavaknerē, 292.  
169 Chapter 4 of this work is devoted to the discussion of this issue.  
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collective violence during the last thirty years of the existence of the Ottoman Empire 

(1890s-1923) echoed the failure to negotiate their perspectives. Eventually, while the mass 

murder of the Armenians put an end to their physical presence in their homeland, the new 

declared Turkish republic (1923) silenced the bloody Ottoman past. 

Most of the Armenian Americans never accepted this kind of solution.  The 

emergence of Armenian American communities was not entirely genocide’s making, but 

they were largely and extensively shaped by the Ottoman atrocities. The Armenian 

Question directly or indirectly was one of the primary concerns of most communal 

organizations and travelled with them from Ottoman Armenia to America. The Armenian 

Church, political parties, and compatriotic unions, although from different perspectives, 

kept alive the objectives of Armenian ethno-territorial nationalism both during and after 

the atrocities. The American environment brought some corrections and modifications to 

their objectives and ways of activities. However, they continued their imagination of nation 

and homeland in the United States, but after the massacres, the memory of the loss entered 

into and became an inseparable part of that imagination. 
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Chapter 2: Armenian American Response to the Catastrophe: The Origin of 
Commemoration, 1894–1920 

Introduction  

Armenians of the United States had reciprocal connections to the mounting violence 

and mass murder in the Ottoman Empire. On the one hand, as it has been already discussed 

in the previous chapter, the deteriorating conditions in the Ottoman Empire brought a 

massive wave of immigrants to the United States between 1894 and 1920s. These survivors 

carried with them the trauma of the Ottoman violence that they experienced either directly 

or indirectly. On the other hand, the Ottoman atrocities not only shaped the Armenian 

immigration but also produced a powerful response from the existing and evolving 

Armenian American community. This reaction had two origins –individual and collective – 

that also determined how the Armenian Americans responded to the catastrophe. On the 

individual level, it was largely conditioned by the grief and outrage over the killing of their 

family members and relatives and the losses of their homes and properties. On the 

community level, the mass murder disturbed the vision of Armenian ethnoterritorial 

nationalism – one that sought to achieve a kind of solution to the Armenian Question that 

would ensure a safe existence of Armenians in what they considered their historic 

homeland. For community organizations, including political parties, compatriotic unions, 

and the Armenian Church, the recollection of collective death intermingled with the 

imagination of the Armenian nation and the struggle for the homeland.  

This chapter explores how the Armenians of the United States responded to two 

major waves of Ottoman atrocities – the Hamidian massacres of the 1890s and World War I 

destruction. For a broader understanding of the issue, the first section places the activity of 

Armenian Americans in a larger context of the United States policy toward the Armenian 
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Question between the 1890s and 1920s. In the following two sections, the chapter traces 

the evolution of the Armenian American response from the initial attempts of the 1890s to 

the more organized and institutionalized campaign during and after World War I. This 

chapter argues that Armenian Americans were not passive objects neither in a larger 

American response nor in the historical fate of the Armenian nation. By recalling the 

atrocities, they found multiple ways to respond to the catastrophe in the Ottoman Empire, 

at the same time contributing and shaping the American response. While Armenian 

Americans championed the Armenian Question on political grounds, they made personal 

and collective sacrifices to stop the massacres and to save the survivors – both those who 

reached America and stayed in the homeland. Therefore, the chapter sheds light on the link 

between the emerging collective remembrance and individual and group aims of Armenian 

Americans. 

While the second and third sections elucidate how and why Armenian Americans 

recalled their murdered compatriots in their response, the fourth section looks at the 

memorialization of the catastrophe. This section reveals multiple ways Armenian 

Americans remembered collective death, defined by them as a martyrdom. By looking at 

the early commemorative events, the section shows how the concept of the Armenian 

nation, largely shaped, and transformed in nineteenth century, came to play such a 

prominent place in Armenian American commemoration. It also explores how the idea of 

martyrdom has been used to mobilize the community for the common cause. This section 

argues that Armenian American remembrance did not just happen but emerged during the 

catastrophe and expressed a unique combination of the shattering dreams of Armenian 

nationalism and the collective and individual sorrow of the survivors. The chapter 
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addresses the continuity and shifting context of remembrance in the period between 1894 

and the 1920s. 

This chapter fills the gap in secondary literature in two ways. First, while a growing 

body of scholarship has focused on religious, humanitarian, liberal, economic, nationalist, 

and imperialist motivations of the American reaction to the Armenian massacres of the 

1890s and 1915–1920s, the nature and scope of the contribution of Armenian Armenians 

to this response has remained largely unexplored. This chapter foregrounds the agency of 

Armenian Americans, analyzing the multiple forms of their response. Second and more 

importantly, it examines in detail for the first time how the Armenian Americans 

commemorated and memorialized the ongoing Ottoman violence in the 1890s and 1915 –

1920s. It does so by analyzing Armenian and English languages newspapers, the personal 

accounts, and the works of Armenian Americans, as well as the records of various 

community organizations. Not only a large part of these primary sources, but many 

important facts about community life are presented for the first time. In addition to 

primary sources, this chapter, especially the first section, employs the secondary literature 

on American response and about the history of Armenian American community.  

 
 
The United State and the Armenian Question, 1894–1920s 
 

An article published in New York Times on September 10, 1895, titled “Another 

Armenian Holocaust,” covered the brutalities against Armenians of Erzurum province of 

the Ottoman Empire. As the word “another” indicated, this was one of the many stories 

about Armenian atrocities that appeared in the American press in 1895–1896, although the 

article was unique for its first use of the term “Holocaust” in a contemporary sense –half a 
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century before the Shoah.1 Shortly after the Sassoun massacre, the American press had 

begun to cover extensively the Hamidian horrors, and the news about the “evil of the Turk” 

against “poor Christians” appeared on the pages of most American newspapers.2 Religious 

newspapers connected to American missionaries, such as The Christian Herald, The Outlook, 

and Lend a Hand pioneered this movement. Without significant political and economic 

interests in the Ottoman Empire at that time, American missionaries operating there were 

the main reason for this attention.3 In turn, missionary work was linked to Ottoman 

Armenians, since they had no success in their efforts to spread Protestantism among 

Muslim Turks. The concern over the fate of missionary personnel and properties in Turkey 

intermingled with humanitarian incentives and Christian solidarity toward the Armenians. 

In their accounts on Armenian sufferings, missionaries emphasized the humanitarian or 

religious aspects of Armenian persecution, Armenians’ “similarities” with Protestants in 

their devotion to Christ, and the victim status of Armenian women.4 These narratives were 

reproduced in the works of some former missionaries and were published as separate 

books, such as Frederick D. Greene’s The Armenian Crisis in Turkey (1895), and Edwin M. 

 
1 New York Times, September 10, 1895. 
2 For more information, see the following work: Arman J. Kirakossian, The Armenian Massacres, 1894–1896: 
U.S. Media Testimony (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2004). 
3 Although the 1830 treaty of “commerce and navigation,” and the subsequent exchange of diplomatic 
missions between the two nations enabled a gradual expansion of American economic interests in the region, 
they acquired significance only in the twentieth century. Unlike the economic and political ties, Americans 
had a very well-established missionary network in the Ottoman Empire. By the turn of the century, the 
American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions (ABCFM) had already established 12 stations and 
270 outstations, 114 churches with 13,500 followers, 1,134 lower and 132 high grade schools with some 
61,000 students in “Asiatic Turkey.”  These missionaries were the primary connecting link between the 
United States and Ottoman Empire and constituted the primary factor in the relation between two states. See 
Henry Otis Dwight, H. Allen Tupper, Edwin Munsell Bliss, eds., The Encyclopedia of Missions, Descriptive, 
Historical, Biographical, Statistical, 2nd ed. (New York and London: Funk and Wagnalls Co., 1904), 31. For the 
origin of the US-Ottoman relation, see Leland J. Gordon, "Turkish-American Treaty Relations." The American 
Political Science Review 22, no. 3 (1928), 711; James A. Field, America and the Mediterranean World, 1776–
1882 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1969), 175. 
4  Ann Marie Wilson, "In the name of God, civilization, and humanity: The United States and the Armenian 
massacres of the 1890s." Le mouvement social 227 (2009), 33–35. 
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Bliss’s Turkey and the Armenian Atrocities (1896) that multiplied the sensational effects on 

the American public.5 Christian sympathy and indignation caused by Ottoman brutalities 

also led many Christian groups to organize local relief committees that eventually 

developed into the National Armenian Relief Committee (NARC), a nationwide organization 

that directed fundraising efforts in various American cities.6 

By the end of 1895, the U.S. Congress had received thousands of signatures from 

Armenian Americans, various Protestant Congregations, women’s organizations, youth 

groups – calling serious attention to the Armenian cause.7 In the wake of the ongoing 

pressure, the US Congress passed a resolution, authored by Republican Shelby Moore 

Cullom of Illinois in January 1896. According to this resolution, the implementation of the 

principles of the Berlin Treaty was the “imperative duty, in the interest of humanity” of 

European powers that signed that treaty. To secure Ottoman Armenians’ “rights belonging 

to them both as men and Christians,” the resolution called upon President Grover Cleveland 

“to communicate” the resolution to the European powers.8 However, President Cleveland 

did not follow this recommendation. The most significant outcome of the resolution was 

the relief mission of Clara Barton (1821–1912), the founder of the American Red Cross, to 

the Ottoman Empire. Clara Barton’s mission lasted from spring to fall of 1896 and involved 

four expeditions to different parts of the Ottoman Empire. Throughout several months, the 

 
5 Frederick Davis Greene, The Armenian Crisis in Turkey, the Massacre of 1894: Its Antecedents and Significance 
(New York:  G. P. Putnam's Sons, 1895); Edwin Munsell Bliss, Turkey and the Armenian Atrocities: A Reign of 
Terror from Tartar Huts to Constantinople Palaces (Philadelphia: Hubbard Publishing Co., 1896). Haik, an 
Armenian American newspaper described The Armenian Crisis as a “remarkable book designed to awaken the 
civilized world.” See Haik, April 1, 1895, no. 6(93), 80–81. 
6 Merle Curti, American Philanthropy Abroad: A History (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1963), 
122–124. 
7 Wilson, "In the name of God, civilization, and humanity,” 38–39.  
8 Congressional Record, 54th Congress, 1st Session, Volume 28, Part 1 (Washington, DC: Government Printing 
Office, 1895–1896), 854. 
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expedition spent more than 116,000 US Dollars to help survivors and assist in the post-

massacre recovery of Armenian populated regions. In Barton’s words, without this support 

at least 50,000 persons would have died of “starvation or perished through accumulated 

hardship, before the first of May, 1897.”9  American authorities went no further than the 

Cullom resolution and humanitarian efforts.  As recent studies have shown, however, 

American response to the Hamidian massacres stood out not for its immediate political 

effect, but rather for its legacy. Specifically, the humanitarian efforts on behalf of the 

Armenians enabled to strengthen a nationalist ideal that saw the United State a more 

honorable defender of “humanity” than European Powers. The Armenian tragedy entered 

American consciousness at the time when it started to rise to world power. The “lessons'' 

of Armenian atrocities stood at the genesis of its “civilizing” role in international affairs. As 

San Francisco Examiner asserted before US intervention over Cuba, “We cannot permit the 

creation of another Armenia in this hemisphere,” and asserted that “Cuba is our Armenia 

and it is at our doors.”10 Finally, massacres in Armenia indirectly influenced the genesis of 

Theodore Roosevelt’s doctrine of American responsibility for foreign intervention.11  

World War I and the unfolding destruction of Armenians created more possibilities 

for American intervention.  During the war, the Department of State received a significant 

body of information about the destruction of Armenians from missionaries and two 

American wartime ambassadors to Turkey, Henry Morgenthau (1913–1916) and Abram I. 

 
9 American National Red Cross, Report: America’s Relief Expedition to Asia Minor under the Red Cross (Meriden, 
CT: Journal Publishing Company, 1896), 44, 50. 
10 San Francisco Examiner, September 20, 1895. 
11 For more information on this issue, see Wilson, "In the name of God, civilization, and humanity,” 43–44; 
Charlie Laderman, Sharing the Burden: The Armenian Question, Humanitarian Intervention, and Anglo-
American Visions of Global Order (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019), 6. 
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Elkus (1916–1917).12 Ambassador Morgenthau was an important figure in the wartime 

American response not only for his efforts to stop the Armenian massacres, but also for his 

role in the formation of the Committee on Armenian Atrocities (also known as the Dodge 

Relief Committee) in September 1915.13 In November 1915, the Committee on Armenian 

Atrocities was transformed into the American Committee for Armenian and Syrian Relief 

(ACASR), and later in 1919 became the Near East Relief (NER), that made a major 

contribution to the raising awareness on Armenian massacres in America and organizing 

fundraising for Armenians. The committee overall raised $91,000,000 between 1915 and 

1929 (another $25,000,000 in food and supply was added by the US government (total 

$116,000,000)).14  However, despite his tremendous efforts on behalf of the Armenians, 

 
12 See Rouben Paul Adalian, "American Diplomatic Correspondence in the Age of Mass Murder: the Armenian 
Genocide in the US Archives” in America and the Armenian Genocide of 1915, ed. Jay Winter (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2003), 146–184.  In turn, the ambassadors acquired the information from the 
American consular offices throughout the empire, such as, for example, Leslie A. Davis, the American Consul 
in Kharberd (Harput), who personally eye witnessed the destruction of Armenians in what he called 
“Slaughterhouse Vilayet.” Vilayet – Ottoman administrative unite, province. Leslie A. Devis’ report later was 
printed as a separate book. See Leslie A. Davis, The Slaughterhouse Province: An American Diplomat's Report 
on the Armenian Genocide of 1915-1917 (New Rochelle, NY: A.D. Caratzas, Orpheus Pub., 1989), 83, 87, 175, 
181. 
13 Despite the US neutrality in the war, not only did Morgenthau ask German and Austro-Hungarian 
ambassadors in Turkey to join his protests against the massacres, but he approached several times Talaat 
Pasha, the Turkish Minister of Interior and one of the main architects of the Genocide, asking to stop the 
Armenian massacres. Talaat in turn reminded Morgenthau that Armenians were not Americans, hinting about 
that the latter had no right to interfere in the Ottoman affairs. See Henry Morgenthau, Ambassador 
Morgenthau’s Story (New York: Doubleday and Page, 1918), 364 –383, 326–341; For more information about 
this committee and its members, see James L. Barton, Story of the Near East Relief (1915-1930) (New York: 
Macmillan,1930), 3 –16; Arnold Toynbee and James Bryce Armenian Atrocities: The Murder of a Nation 
(London, New York, Toronto: Hodder & Stoughton, 1915), 23 
14 James L. Barton, Story of the Near East Relief, vii – viii, 414; Under the leadership of James Barton, the 
committee launched a large program of increasing the awareness of American public about Armenian 
atrocities. For that aim, it established connections with major American newspapers and magazines, and 
prepared articles on the topic. The New York Times published more than 100 articles in 1915 alone. Sample 
titles include “Turks Massacre Armenians of Ismid,” “1,500,000 Armenians Starve,” “Only 200,000 Armenians 
Now Left in Turkey,” “Million Armenian Killed Or in Exile,” “40,000 Armenians Driven from Erzerum and 
Killed.” See, for example, See New York Times, September 3, 1915; October 22, 1915; December 15, 1915; 
March 9, 1916.  Dozens of articles appeared in The New York Times Current History Magazine, The Missionary 
Review of the World, The Outlook, The Survey, National Geographic, The Independent, ; Contemporary Review, 
The New Republic, The Literary Digest and other periodicals. For more information on American press 
coverage of the Armenian Genocide, see Richard D. Kloian, The Armenian Genocide: News Accounts from the 
American Press, 1915-1922 (Richmond, CA: ACC Books, 1985). Also, the committee initiated separate 



   

98 

 

James Barton, the secretary of ABCFM and the chairman of the ACASR, believed that the 

United States should avoid a conflict with Turkey, and the final settlement to the Armenian 

Question should be done in the postwar period.15 

President Wilson, too, saw the solution of the Armenian Question in its post-war 

regulation. Even when the United States entered World War I against Germany and Austria-

Hungary, it never declared war on the Ottoman Empire and Bulgaria, because, in Wilson’s 

words, “they are mere tools” and the Americans “should go only where immediate and 

practical considerations lead” them and “not heed any others.”16 The same practical 

considerations did not allow Wilson to approve Henry Morgenthau’s idea, who proposed to 

turn the first three instalments of his forthcoming book about Armenian atrocities, entitled 

Ambassador Morgenthau’s Story, into a motion picture to “bring before the American people 

the true nature of the German aggression.”17 Wilson noted, “… There is nothing practical 

that we can do for the time being in the matter of the Armenian massacres, for example, 

 
publications. Committee member William Walker Rockwell (1874–1958), a congregational clergyman and 
church historian, edited two collections of testimonies on the destruction of Ottoman Christians and wrote 
annotations for a bibliography on Armenia. See William Walker Rockwell, The Deportation of the Armenians 
Described from Day to Day by a Kind Woman Somewhere in Turkey (New York: American committee for 
Armenian and Syrian Relief, 1916); The Pitiful Plight of the Assyrian Christians in Persia and Kurdistan: 
Described from the Reports of Eye-witnesses (New York: American Committee for Armenian and Syrian Relief: 
1916); William Walker Rockwell and Katherine Giddings Marvin, Armenia: A List of Books and Articles (White 
Plains, NY: H.W. Wilson Co., 1916). 
15 According to the missionaries, the United States had no significant military presence in the Near East to 
protect Armenians, and the declaration of war could endanger both Armenians and the missionaries. See 
“Leave Turkey and Bulgaria Out,” Missionary Herald, January 1918, Vol. 114, no. 1, 3. For the evolving 
perspective of missionaries on Armenian Question, see Laderman, Sharing the Burden, 80–110.    
16 Woodrow Wilson, The Public Papers of Woodrow Wilson, ed. Ray Stannard Baker and William E. Dodd, vol. V 
(New York: Harper & Brothers Publishers, 1927), 135–6. Quoted in Ambrosius, Lloyd E. "Wilsonian 
Diplomacy and Armenia: The Limits of Power and Ideology," in America and the Armenian Genocide of 1915, 
ed. Jay Winter (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 115–116. 
17 Morgenthau to Wilson, 11 June 1918, in Arthur S. Link, ed., The Papers of Woodrow Wilson, Vol. 48 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1985), p. 284. The book was published in nine installments in World’s 
Work (May 1918 – January 1919). The first three installments were published in May, June, and July 1918 
before the publication of the book in October 1918. See, World’s Work, XXXVI, May 1918, 42 –73; June 1918, 
154–184, and July 1918, 262–83. 
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and the attitude of the country toward Turkey is already fixed.”18 For Wilson, the primary 

goal was the defeat of Germany and not the protection of Armenians. 

Although Wilson paid more attention to Armenian affairs in the post-war period, 

American solutions never met the expectations of Armenians. In his Fourteen Points 

speech, Wilson, following the advice of Edward M. House,  did not name Armenia and other 

nations in point twelve, as initially planned.19 In the Paris Peace Conference, Wilson agreed 

to accept the mandate for Armenia in the meeting of the Big Four on May 14, 1919; 

however, he did not send American troops there and did not recommend Congress to 

envision a more prominent American role in Armenia.20 As a result of his inability to 

translate his sympathy into real political actions, and growing Republican opposition, the 

US Senate rejected the mandate for Armenia on June 1, 1920, following the disapproval of 

the Versailles Treaty earlier, thus escaping from costly involvement in Armenia .21 

The American response to the Armenian Question from the 1890s to the afterward 

of World War I, has long been a subject of scholarly inquiry. While various scholars have 

addressed the role of missionaries, liberal intellectuals, the religious sector, humanitarian 

incentives, the link with rising American nationalism and changing role of the United States 

in the World, they have offered little to understand the contribution of the Armenian 

 
18 Wilson to Morgenthau, June 14, 1918, in Arthur S. Link, ed., The Papers of Woodrow Wilson, Vol. 48, 311. 
19 Diary of Colonel House, January 9, 1918, in Arthur S. Link, ed., The Papers of Woodrow Wilson, Vol. 45 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984), 553.  As a result, the point twelve stated that “the other 
nationalities which are now under Turkish rule should be assured an undoubted security of life and an 
absolutely unmolested opportunity of autonomous development.” See An Address to a Joint Session of 
Congress, January 8, 1918, in Arthur S. Link, ed., The Papers of Woodrow Wilson, Vol. 45 (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1984), 538. 
20 Ambrosius, "Wilsonian Diplomacy and Armenia,” 135–140. 
21 For the Senate debate on this issue, see Richard G. Hovannisian, The Republic of Armenia Volume IV, 
Between Crescent and Sickle: Partition and Sovietization (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996), 15–
24.    
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Americans to this response.  If only a handful of scholars have recognized and touched 

upon the Armenian Americans’ factor, none have looked substantively at how Armenian 

immigrants did, in fact, respond to the catastrophe. Yet, the words and actions of the 

Armenians of the United States not only complicate our understanding of American 

response but offer insight into the origin of Armenian American history and memory 

culture. 

 
Armenia in their Mind: Armenian Americans and the Armenian Question 
 

When the Hamidian massacres commenced, there were some 3,000 Armenians in 

the United States who had already begun to organize their communities.22 By 1891, several 

Armenian Apostolic and Protestant churches were operating in various American cities, 

and the former even had their own building in Worcester (Our Savior Armenian Church).23 

After immigrants from Houssenig village (Kharberd Province, Ottoman Empire) found the 

first Armenian compatriotic union in 1888, many similar organizations came out in the 

following years.24 By 1894, the Hunchakian party had already a well-established network in 

America. Likewise, the American branch of the Armenian Revolutionary Federation (ARF) 

began to grow in the following years. In addition, several newspapers were circulated 

among Armenians.25 Furthermore, in the wake of Ottoman atrocities and the influx of 

survivors, the community grew, and the overall number of Armenians exceeded 12,000 by 

1898.26  

 
22 Vartan Malcom, The Armenians in America (Boston: The Pilgrim Press, 1919), 66. 
23 See Worcester Daily Telegraph, January 19, 1891.   
24 Manug Djizmedjian, Kharberdē ev ir zavaknerē [Kharpert and Its Children] (Fresno, CA: M.G. Jizmejian, 
1955), 276. 
25 Robert Mirak, Torn Between Two Lands: Armenians in America, 1890 to World War I (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1983), 247–250. 
26 For more details, see Mirak, Torn Between Two Lands, 47, 290–292; Malcom, The Armenians, 65. 
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Armenian political parties, the Hunchakians and the ARF, were the foremost 

advocates of the Armenian Question in the United States. As “revolutionary” parties, both 

did not exclude the use of “armed” means in their activities. It was no surprise that a group 

of American Hunchakians, under the leadership of Apah, a party activist, left the United 

States for the Ottoman Empire in spring 1895 to stand against the Sultan’s anti-Armenian 

actions.27 In the fall of the same year, when the Armenian massacres were unfolding, this 

group engaged in the organization of a revolt in Zeitun, a town in southeastern Turkey. The 

resulting four-month resistance ended with the intervention of major European powers in 

February 1896. According to peace terms, the Ottoman government promised to alleviate 

tax policy in Zeitun, implement some reforms, while Hunchakians were obliged to leave 

Turkey.28 The Zeitun revolt was one of the few successful cases of resistance, but overall, 

Armenian revolutionaries were unable to stop the massacres in other regions. Like 

Hunchakians, the American branch of the ARF – that was still evolving at the time – 

considered revolutionary methods the best way to stand against the Hamidian despotism. 

The circular letter of the central committee of the American ARF, dated June 11, 1897, 

called to continue the struggle against the Hamidian regime that “after killing 150,000 

Armenians” were planning to exterminate the remaining ones. Specifically, the letter called 

everyone to donate to a common cause and be ready for a fight against the perpetrators. 

The American branch of the ARF, the letter assured, “will soon have its special pages in the 

history of the Armenian revolution.”29  

 
27 Arsen Kitur, Patmut‘iwn S. D. Hnchakean kusakts‘ut‘ean, 1887–1962, vol. 1 [History of the Social-Democratic 
Hnchakyan Party] (1962–63), 173. 
28 Arshak Mihrdatian, Patmut‘iwn Zēituni ew verchi paterazmin vor teghi unets‘av 1895in [History of Zeitun 
and the last war that occurred in 1895] (Constantinople: n.p., 1909), 39–41. 
29 Gevorg Tonapetian, H.H. Dashnakts‘ut‘iwně hiwsisayin Amerikayi mēch [H.H. Dashnaktsutyun in North 
America], vol. 1 (1895–1909) (Boston: Hairenik, 1993), 65–66. 
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Not all Armenians in the United States shared “revolutionary” perspectives on the 

Armenian Question. Haik, an Armenian biweekly published in 1891–1898 in New York, 

exemplified the existing pluralism. Its editor, Mgrdich Simbad Gabrielian, a graduate of 

Columbia Medical School and an esteemed member of the community, called for 

collaboration between various social layers of the Armenians.30 Well before the massacres, 

he argued that Armenians had to take a “double-edged sword” approach to the Armenian 

Question – on the one hand, to influence European diplomacy and use it for pursuing the 

implementation of reforms in Armenia, and, on the other hand, mobilize diasporic 

resources for the common cause.31 Put differently, he argued that Armenians instead of 

relying solely on would-be European compassion and humanitarianism, should  “prepare a 

sword,” but they needed to know how to use it. According to Gabrielian, none of the 

existing Armenian political groups, however, were able to do that. Instead, he urged the 

Armenians to form a “central national administration” to coordinate and direct the efforts 

of all Armenians.32  

In contrast to “revolutionary” methods of political parties, Gabrielian offered a 

realpolitik vision on the Armenian Question, one based on the consideration of given 

“conditions” within and around Armenia rather than on “ideology and aspirations.”33 

Accusing political parties of a lack of “diplomatic approaches,” over time he became more 

critical about their activities. In an article published in the Haik a month after the takeover 

of Bank Ottoman, for example, he vigorously condemned the political parties for “triggering 

 
30 Haik, January 1, 1891, no. 1, 1. 
31 Haik, March 1, 1891, no. 6, 41–42. 
32 M. S. Gabrielian, Azgayin kʻaghakʻakanutʻiwn Hayotsʻ [Armenian National Policy] (New York: Tparan 
Gabrielian, 1893), 44–45, 47. 
33 Haik, September 15, 1891, no. 18, 138. 
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massacres” for European attention and went so far as to argue that “the principle of evil 

means for good ends – to achieve reforms by triggering massacres – is forever and ever 

wrong.”34 Gabrielian exaggerated the potential of a “diplomatic approach.” His writings 

after the massacres expressed disappointment over the policy of European powers. In 

Christian Armenia and the Christian Powers, a public speech turned into a bilingual booklet 

and addressed to American churches, Gabrielian bitterly noted that “thanks to European 

patronage and sympathy Armenia is being destroyed,” because European politicians 

“sacrificed Armenia for their selfish, narrow ambitions.”35  However, even with differing 

and contesting perspectives on Ottoman Armenia, for both political parties and non-

politically affiliated intellectuals, like Gabrielian, as the latter put it, the promotion of the 

Armenian Question did not solely aim to end the oppression, but it aimed for the “salvation 

of the Armenian nation and Armenia’s autonomy.”36  

In the fall of 1894, after the news of Sassoun massacres reached America, the 

“largest Armenian meeting” took place in Worcester, the heart of Armenian American life, 

on November 25 and brought together “every Armenian in the city.” Maghakia Dēroonian 

and Rev. Kios G. Kemalian, the pastors of Apostolic and Protestant churches, presided and 

chaired the meeting respectively. After “exciting debates of five hours,” the meeting passed 

a resolution that pinpointed the link between the violation of the promises given by the 

Berlin Treaty and the “massacred men, women, and children in Sassoun by the thousand.” 

Reminding that “England is morally responsible,” the resolution went on to declare that 

 
34 Haik, October 1, 1896, no. 10(119), 146–149. 
35 M. S. Gabriel, Christian Armenia and the Christian Powers: An Address by M.S. Gabriel to American Churches 
(New York: n.p., 1987), 2, 5.  
36 Gabrielian, Azgayin kʻaghakʻakanutʻiwn Hayotsʻ, 40–41. 
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they, “the Armenians of Worcester, do appeal to the Christian civilization” to take 

immediate steps to put an end to the “deplorable conditions in Armenia.” Hoping that their 

“adopted and well-loved country of America'' would join Europe, the resolution also 

expressed gratitude to the American press for paying so much attention to the Armenian 

“national question” using “sympathetic language” toward their cause. Besides expressing 

their outrage, Worcester Armenians appointed a committee that had the power to 

communicate with other Armenian communities of America to prepare a petition to be 

forwarded to the European powers. Finally, they decided to hold a memorial meeting and 

parade on the coming Thanksgiving Day to “mourn the loss” of their “martyred brothers 

and sisters,” “cherish their memory sacred,” with the hope that “their blood may be the 

seed of liberty” for their “downtrodden nation.”37 

In late 1894 and throughout 1895, similar demonstrations and public meetings took 

place in many American cities – Worcester, Boston, Fresno, New York, Providence, Lynn, 

Milton. As one of the Boston Armenians put it: 

… the news about the Sassoun massacre caused an unprecedented 

irritation among Armenians, and a period of feverish activity began. Never 

had Armenian heart beat so vehemently, never had Armenians opened 

their purses so widely, and never had Armenians demonstrated too much 

devotion and sacrifice, as they did during the last two-three month...38 

In most of these meetings, Armenian Americans debated on how to respond and 

the possibility of appealing to the Europeans, as well as organized fundraising. Despite 

 
37 Worcester Daily Telegram, November 26, 1894. 
38 Haik, March 1, 1895, no. 4(91), 59–60. 



   

105 

 

several initiatives to apply directly to European powers, Armenian Americans gradually 

began to direct more efforts toward the American public and authorities. Given their small 

number and limited communal resources, many Armenians found collaboration with 

various pro-Armenian initiatives in America, as well as centralization of communal efforts 

as more effective ways to contribute to the common cause.  

Some Armenians were concerned about the centralization and coordination of the 

work of various Armenian communities in America. A letter from the Chicago community 

published in Haik on February 15, 1895, recited that they formed a “national union of 

Armenians.” Not only this local group organized mass meetings, but also, the letter said, it 

had an “aim, if possible…. to connect all Armenians of America or found a center.”39 Similar 

letters from other cities, such as Providence and Philadelphia, soon appeared on the pages 

of Haik.40 This clearly fitted the agenda, Gabrielian tried to advance – the idea of a common 

center that would transcend all political and denominational differences between the 

Armenians. After a while, Gabrielian eventually founded what he called “Armenian Patriotic 

Alliance.”41 Despite its ambitious goals – to become a worldwide Armenian organization 

and to “free Ottoman Armenia and establish such an administration that would ensure the 

rights to life, property, freedom of press and thought, and enable national progress” – this 

union never became even a body unifying all Armenian Americans. Nonetheless, it worked 

hard to give grassroot activities, such as public meetings, a more organized shape.42 

 
39 Haik, February 15, 1895, no. 3(90), 38–39. 
40 Haik, February 15, 1895, no. 3(90), 39–41. 
41 See, for example, Haik, September 15, 1895, no. 16(103), 228 and October 1, 1895, no. 17(103), 246. 
42 Kanonagrutʻiwn Hayotsʻ hayrenasirakan Dashnaktsʻutʻean: Kazmakerpakan kanonner [Regulations of 
Armenian Patriotic Alliance] (New York: n.p., 1895). 
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Armenian American grassroots organizations gained significantly from the 

collaboration with various Christian, missionary, and women organizations, especially in 

organizing public meetings. One such “big mass meeting” and an “expression of 

resentment” took place in Chickering Hall, New York, on December 18, 1894, that brought 

together many prominent New Yorkers.43 Two American singers sang an Armenian song 

“My Fatherland calls me, I am far from Armenia… ” accompanied by piano by Ms. Dionioan, 

an Armenian pianist.44 In this meeting, while some prominent persons, such as orientalist 

William Hayes Ward and missionary Rev. Edwin Munsell Bliss gave speeches, many others, 

who were unable to attend, sent letters of sympathy.45 The resolution, adopted at the end 

of the meeting, expressed sympathy to Armenians and called the American government “to 

undertake measures” to stop Armenian atrocities “in love for humanity.”46 Prominent 

Armenians, such as Gabrielian, were often among the key speakers of such events. For 

example, in a mass meeting held in the Episcopal Church of Holy Apostles of Manhattan on 

the Sunday evening of February 24, 1895, several hundred people, including Armenians, 

listened to public lectures given by him and Colonel Alexander S. Bacon. In this meeting, 

like many others, many Americans heard about the Armenians and Armenia “for the first 

time.” As usual, this meeting, too, by the consent of the attendees ended up adopting a 

resolution and sending it to Washington and London.47  

 
43 Haik, December 30, 1894, no 16, 236. 
44 For the full text of this poem, see Ěndardzak grpani ergaran: azgayin, heghapʻokhakan, sirayin, 
zhoghovrdakan ew geghjkakan erger; 300 erg (Boston: H. G. Berberian, 1919), 116–117. 
45 Lyman Abbott, a Congregationalist theologian and the editor of the Outlook, Henry Codman Potter, the 
Bishop of the Episcopal Diocese of New York, Seth Low, the president of Columbia University and the former 
mayor of Brookline were among those who sent letters of sympathy. See Haik, December 30, 1894, no. 16, 
237–238. 
46 Haik, January 15, 1895, no. 1(88), 10. 
47 Haik, March 1, 1895, no. 4(91), 61. 
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The activity of the society “United Friends of Armenia” was perhaps the most 

remarkable collaboration between Armenians and Americans. Founded by women suffrage 

activist Alice Stone Blackwell and Ohannes Chatschumian, a young Armenian man, who 

came to America to represent the Armenian Church at the World Congress of Religions 

(part of Chicago World's Fair), the society brought together many New England 

intellectuals and social reformers, under the leadership of abolitionist and suffragist Julia 

Ward Howe.48 Stone Blackwell and Chatschumian launched the translation of Armenian 

poetry in 1893 and published in 1896 under the title Armenian Poems: Rendered into 

English Verse (some sixty poems). As Stone Blackwell put in the Preface, the book aimed to 

introduce Armenian poems to American readers and to deepen “the sympathy already felt 

for the Armenians in their martyrdom.”49 “The unforgettable friend of the Armenians,” as 

Haik named Stone Blackwell, made her “Woman’s Journal” an important platform for 

sharing survivors’ stories and information about the society’s relief efforts that included 

the help to the newly arrived survivors with housing and employment.50 Blackwell and her 

“United Friends of Armenia” worked diligently with various Armenian Americans in the 

following years becoming one of the pioneers of pro-Armenian activism in the United 

States.51  

In the period between the Hamidian massacres and World War I, the community 

organizations gradually grew and expanded their influence among Armenian Americans. 

 
48  See The Outlook, February 23, 1895, vol. 51, 329.  
49 Alice Stone Blackwell, Armenian Poems: Rendered into English Verse (Boston: Roberts Brothers, 1896), i.  
50 See Haik, May 1, 1895, no. 8(95), 114. Most of the issues of “Women’s Journal” published between 1893 and 
1896 contained information about the society and the Armenians.  
51 For more information, see Part I of Peter Balakian, The Burning Tigris: The Armenian Genocide and 
America’s Response (New York: HarperCollins, 2003); Simon Payaslian, United States Policy toward the 
Armenian Question and the Armenian Genocide (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005). 
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The revolutionary parties – Armenian Revolutionary Federation (ARF), Social Democrat 

Hunchakians, and Reformed Hunchakians – continued their activities in the United States 

according to the aims of their political programs. Party press came to be an important tool 

in their nationalist propaganda. Reformed Hunchakians and the ARF founded their party 

newspapers in 1899 – Tzayn Haireniats (Voice of the Homeland) and Hairenik (Homeland) 

respectively, and Social Democrat Hunchakians began to publish Eritassard Hayastan 

(Young Armenia) in 1903.52 In addition, the Armenian Constitutional Liberal Party (Hay 

Sahmanadrakan Ramkavar), founded in the Ottoman Empire in 1908, soon penetrated the 

United States and became a “non-revolutionary” alternative to the ARF and Hunchakians 

with its liberal-democratic ideology gradually gaining popularity among Armenian 

Americans. Many former Reformed Hunchakians with their newspaper Azk (Nation), as 

well as non-revolutionary minded conservative and liberal Armenians joined the 

Ramkavars. This new political party was also favored by the Armenian General Benevolent 

Union (AGBU), a new Armenian transnational educational, cultural, and humanitarian 

organization connecting Armenian business circles. Founded in Cairo, Egypt in 1906 by 

Boghos Nubar, the son of Nubar Pasha, the first Prime Minister of Egypt, the AGBU opened 

its Boston branch in 1908, and had 78 branches in the United States and Canada on the eve 

of World War I.53 Like political parties, the AGBU became a major player in Armenian 

American community.54  

 
52 Tzayn Hayreniats was published until 1907, when following another schism within the Reformed 
Hunchakian party, two new newspapers were founded – Azk (The Nation) in Boston and Bahag (The 
Sentinel) in Providence. In addition to Hairenik, the ARF began to publish Asbarez (Arena) in Fresno, 
California since 1908. For more information, see Robert Mirak, Torn Between Two Lands, 248–251. 
53 Malcom, The Armenians in America, 116. 
54 Mirak, Torn Between Two Lands, 256 –258. 
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Despite the antagonism and harsh competitions between the political parties, the 

outbreak of World War I and the vulnerability of the Ottoman Armenians necessitated the 

collaboration between them. On November 2, 1914, four political parties – the Armenian 

Revolutionary Federation (ARF), Social Democrat Hunchakyan Party (SDHP), the Reformed 

Hunchakyan Party (RHP), and the Armenian Constitutional Democratic Party (Ramkavars) 

created an Inter-party Committee for the common Armenian cause, aiming to promote the 

Armenian Question in the United States, as well as contribute to the self-defense of the 

Ottoman Armenians.55 After the Diocese of the Armenian Church in the United State joined 

the committee on December 16, 1914, it was renamed as Armenian National Defense 

Committee of America (Azgayin pashtpanut‘yan Amerikayi handznakhumb) to emphasize its 

nationwide significance. Because of disagreements over fundraising issues, the ARF left the 

committee in 1915.56 In May-June, 1915, Armenian Americans also created a National 

Interests Defense Union [Azgayin shaheru pashtpanut‘yan miut‘yun] in New York, a non-

politically affiliated or supported body that aimed to provide “financial and moral support” 

to the “National Foundation” lead by Boghos Nubar and supervised by the Catholicos of all 

Armenians of Ejmiatsin. The union involved respected members of the community, such as 

Dr. Andranik Ayvazian (chairman), Bishop Babken Guleserian, Rev. H. H. Khazoyan, Prof. 

Martiros H. Ananikian (Hartford Theological Seminary), Garabed Pushman(ian), A.P. 

Seleyan, and Gumushkertanian.57 Shortly after, the  National Interests Defense Union unified 

 
55 Each political party had two representatives in this committee. For more information, see Teghekagir Hay 
Azgayin Miut‘ean Amerikayi [Bulletin of the Armenian National Union of America] (Boston: Publ. “Azk-Bahag,” 
1922), 8. 
56 Teghekagir Hay Azgayin Miut‘ean Amerikayi, 8. 
57 See Gotchnag, June 19, 1915, no. 25, 493; Teghekagir Hay Azgayin Miut‘ean Amerikayi, 8–9. Boghos Nubar 
was appointed as the head of Armenian National Delegation (as a special envoy to the European Powers) in 
1912 by Catholicos Gevorg V. 
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with Armenian National Defense Committee of America, and Armenian Evangelical Church of 

America, and they together formed [Armenian] National Defense Union of America [Azgayin 

pashtpanut‘ean miut‘iwn Amerikayi] in Boston on September 9, 1915.58 In the next two 

years, the main activity of the Armenian National Defense Union of America was 

fundraising.  

The final consolidation of the communal organizations almost coincided with the US 

entry into World War I. On April 2, 1917, the Armenian General Benevolent Union, all four 

political parties, and two churches –Apostolic and Evangelical – formed a new 

intracommunal body – Armenian National Union of America (ANUA), that organized and led 

most of the community’s activity over the Armenian Question in the following years.59  On 

the next day, the member organizations of the ANUA appealed to all Armenian Americans 

calling them to unify around them for the “last sacrifice” and “for the Homeland”, since  the 

“Aurora of freedom” was rising “from the vapors of blood and calamity (they used the 

Armenian word “Yeghern”)” for the Armenians.60 According to the organizational 

constitution, the ANUA had three main purposes: (a) liberation of Armenia, (b) relief for 

survivors and Armenia’s reconstruction, and (c) diplomatic enterprise and pro-Armenian 

propaganda.61 The ANUA was conceived to work in accordance with Boghos Nubar’s 

Armenian National Delegation in Paris appointed by the Armenian Catholicos and should 

receive its funds from the fundraising within the community.62  Mihran Sevasly (Sevazlian), 

 
58 Teghekagir Hay Azgayin Miut‘ean Amerikayi, 8–9. Thus, [Armenian] National Defense Union of America 
unified three political parties (SDHP, RHP, and Ramkavars), two churches (Apostolic and Protestant), and the 
AGBU. The ARF did not participate in this union. See Teghekagir Hay Azgayin Miut‘ean Amerikayi, 8–9.  
59 Teghekagir Hay Azgayin Miut‘ean Amerikayi, 11–12. 
60 Gotchnag, April 14, 1917, no. 15, 467 
61 Sahmanadrut‘iwn yev kanonagrut‘iwn Hay Azgayin Miut‘ean Amerikayi [Constitution and Bylaws of the 
Armenian National Union of America] (Boston: n. p., 1917), 1–2. 
62 Sahmanadrut‘iwn yev kanonagrut‘iwn Hay Azgayin Miut‘ean Amerikayi, 2–3. 
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an Armenian American attorney and a member of Reformed Hunchakian Party, became the 

chairman of the union.63  

The US entry to World War I, the hope of the Allied victory, the American public 

sympathy towards the Armenian cause, and Wilson’s vision on the new world order, one 

that should respect the principle of “national self-determination,” had created a favorable 

ground for Armenians to promote their cause in the United States.64 Many Armenians, 

especially those in America, sought to find the solution to the Armenian Question in the 

United States. They believed that the community’s efforts could translate the existing 

favorite climate into real political actions. The declaration of the Armenian Republic in 

Russian Armenia followed by the Bolshevik Revolution and Ottoman defeat in World War I 

strengthened Armenians’ optimism for a better future, one that would lead to the recovery 

and rehabilitation of the Armenian nation in what they considered their historical 

homeland. Following the opening of the Paris Peace Conference, the communal leadership, 

now organized as the ANUA, was working closely with the Armenian National Delegation in 

Paris. Yet, while aiming to unity, diverging perspectives accompanied the community since 

the beginning of the war. On the one hand, Poghos Nubar represented Western/Ottoman 

Armenians, therefore, envisioning the solution of the Armenian Question as the 

establishment of the Armenian state on Ottoman Armenia that would encompass the 

Armenian Republic in the Caucasus. On the other hand, the Armenian Republic soon sent its 

own delegation to Paris, headed by former president Avetis Aharonian and had more 

 
63 Even though the Dashnaktsutyun and Social Democrat Hunchakians left the Union in 1918, and the 
Diocesan representatives did so in 1921, the union continued its activities. 
64 For more information on Wilsonian National self-determination, see Allen Lynch, “Woodrow Wilson and the 
Principle of ‘National Self-Determination’: A Reconsideration,” Review of International Studies 28, no. 2 (2002): 419–
36.  
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moderate claims that envision Armenian state around the axis of the declared republic. 

Since the ANUA and its leadership were supporting the political line of Boghos Nubar, it 

intensified the tensions between the ANUA member parties. As a result, the 

Dashnaktsutyun (ARF) that was also the ruling party of the Armenian Republic, did not 

share the ANUA’s perspective, and left the ANUA in 1918.65  

The contesting perspectives on what Armenian Americans considered Armenian 

homeland, overall, did not impede the advocates of the Armenian cause within American 

public and in front of the authorities. For this purpose, the ANUA established a special body 

– the Armenian National Union Publicity Bureau (Press Bureau after November 1918) 

allocating $17,000 for its work. Specifically, the Press Bureau of the ANUA worked closely 

with American press and issued separate publications to raise the awareness about the 

Armenian Question in the United States. Headed by Armenian American attorney Vahan 

Cardashian, Press Bureau turned into a major pro-Armenian lobbyist body in America in 

the following years. Even the interparty intrigues and Cardashian’s non-smooth 

relationship with the ANUA leadership, that gradually pushed him toward the ARF losing 

the former’s financial support, could not stop the outstanding propagandist activity of the 

Press Bureau. For Cardashian, like many community activists, the Armenian Question was 

his personal cause. Born in 1883 in Caesarea, Ottoman Armenia, to middle class Armenian 

parents, he was educated in the local community, Jesuit, and American schools, where in 

addition to Armenian and Turkish, he mastered French and English languages. In his search 

for a better job, he immigrated to America in 1902, when he was 19 years old. He studied 

law at Yale University from 1904 through 1908 and moved to New York, where he was 

 
65 Teghekagir Hay Azgayin Miut‘ean Amerikayi, 22–24. 
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admitted to the New York Bar, then established a law firm and began to practice law. Due 

to his legal and linguistic abilities, he became a councilor of the Turkish Embassy in 1911 

and then High Commissioner in 1914-1915 for the Turkish exhibition at the San-

Francisco’s Panama-Pacific Universal Exposition. His cooperation with the Ottomans ended 

with the beginning of the mass deportations and massacres of the Armenians. His mother 

and sister were among the victims. The loss of his family made cosmopolitan Cardashian an 

ardent nationalist, who devoted his life to the Armenian cause.66 Well before his 

appointment as the Chairman of the Press Bureau, he had already advocated Armenian 

cause in front of American public through his speeches in religious and scientific societies, 

and clubs.67  

In the aftermath of World War I, Cardashian’s Press Bureau and the ANUA 

leadership, despite the growing antagonism between them, were occupied by two 

important and often conflicting tasks – American Mandate for Armenia and the US 

recognition of Armenian Republic in South Caucasus that should include also American 

financial and military support. Cardashian, however, believed that a committee of non-

Armenian influential Americans was needed for a direct influence on American authorities. 

For that purpose, he formed the American Committee for the Independence of Armenia 

(ACIA) with James G. Gerard, the former US ambassador to Germany as its chairman in 

December 1919.68 While the Press Bureau continued its pro-Armenian propaganda and 

 
66 John R. Mardick, “Life and Times of Vahan Cardashian, Part I” Armenian Review 10, no. 1(1957), 6–8. 
67 Ibid. 
68 There is no available information on how Cardashian could convince Gerard and include him in pro-
Armenian activities. For more information on the formation of ACIA, see James H. Tashjian, “Life and Papers 
of Vahan Cardashian, Part VII” Armenian Review 11, no. 3(1958), 133–135. 
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linked the community of the ACIA, the later attempted directly work with American 

authorities. 69  

Well in the beginning of 1919, Bogos Nubar had already reminded President Wilson 

in Paris about the cause of the “martyred Christian nation,” “the massacres and sufferings 

which the Turks inflicted upon the Armenians” and expressed the desire of the two 

Armenian delegations that America would “undertake the Mandate for assistance to 

Armenia.” The Armenians, in Nubar’s words, linked the “future of their Motherland” to the 

“great American democracy.” 70 Armenian Americans echoed Nubar, and Cardashian under 

the auspice of the ACIA published and distributed a pamphlet entitled, Should America 

Accept Mandate for Armenia?71 The title page of the pamphlet beard “Coat of Arms and 

Flags of Armenia,” a combination of the symbols of historic dynasties of Armenian 

Kingdoms along with an icon of “Mother Armenia” in center with the words of “Ruins of 

Armenia.” On the next page, one could see the map of Armenia, the one that the Armenian 

National Delegation submitted to the Paris Peace Conference, that included Russian and 

Ottoman parts of Armenian and Cilicia. In this pamphlet, Cardashian explained why 

Armenians needed the American mandate and why America should accept it. More 

specifically, the American mandate would enable (a) to create an Armenian State, (b) to 

send “two or four regiments” to Armenia for peace for a short period, (c) to repatriate 

1,500,000 Armenians, (d) to help 300,000 orphans, (e) to support the Armenian in state-

 
69 The executive board of the ACIA included James Gerard, Charles Evans Hughes, Elihu Root, Henry Cabot 
Lodge, John Sharp Williams, Alfred Smith, Frederick Penfield, Charles Eliot, and Cleveland Dodge. For more 
details, see Gregory L. Aftandilian, Armenia; A Vision of a Republic: The Independence Lobby in America, 1918 –
1927 (Boston: Charles River Books, 1981), 27–28. 
70 Nubar to Wilson, January 29 and February 6, 1919, in Arthur S. Link, ed., The Papers of Woodrow Wilson, 
Volume 54 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1986), 346, 516–518. 
71 [Armenian National Union of American], Should America Accept Mandate for Armenia? (New York, 1919). 
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building.72 According to Cardashian, two essential reasons further necessitated the 

American mandate. First, he reminded the reader that Armenians fought for the Allied 

Powers, especially contributing to the Russian success in Caucasian front. In his 

interpretation, “the destruction of one million Armenians was the answer of the Turks to 

the refusal of the Armenian race to make common cause with them.” Second, by creating an 

Armenian state “within her historic, national boundaries” Cardashian claimed, America 

“would be serving her own interest”, since this state would be “the outpost of western 

civilization in the East.” To support his claim, Cardashian invoked former British Prime-

Minster Gladstone’s words, “to serve Armenia is to serve civilization.”73  Cardashian argued 

that the Armenian mandate would not become a burden for the US, because the Armenians 

were hard working people, and their lands were rich enough to support the future national 

independence.74  

Cardashian and Gerard sought to keep the Armenian issue at the center of 

President’s attention using any available format. On February 10, Gerard informed the 

Wilson administration that the ACIA  hoped that the Paris Peace Conference would 

establish an Armenian state as an independent republic that would include Ottoman, 

Russian, and Persian parts, as well as Cilicia.75 The next month the ACIA sent petitions to 

the President signed by US state governors, university presidents, Protestant ministers, 

Catholic priests, and episcopal bishops asking the president to use his influence in Paris 

Peace Conference to make arrangement for the establishment of an independent Armenian 

 
72 Should America Accept Mandate for Armenia? 12. 
73 Ibid., 14–15. 
74 Ibid., 16–17. 
75 James Watson Gerald and others to Wilson, February 10, 1919, in Arthur S. Link, ed., The Papers of 
Woodrow Wilson, Volume 55 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1986), 65–66. 
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republic, with which to “obtain adequate reparation for the terrible losses the Armenian 

people have suffered during the war.” 76    

While Armenian Americans kept pressing President Wilson to take action, several 

developments in the United States hindered the final adoption of the Armenian mandate, 

including the harsh debates over Versailles Treaty, the diverging perspectives of 

Armenophiles on the mandate issue, and finally, the growing need of political and military 

help for Armenians.77 The President sent the King-Crane Commission and the Harbord 

Mission to the Near East for a more comprehensive picture of current affairs. Their reports, 

submitted in September and November respectively, offered arguments for American 

involvements in the Near East, although they also contained several practical 

considerations against it.78 However, whereas two missions were working in the Near East, 

anti-mandate forces became more decisive in shaping an official American response. Since 

his return from Paris in June, 1919, President Wilson faced a growing opposition from 

Senate Republican majority, and especially influential senator Henry Cabot Lodge. Political 

 
76 A Petition to His Excellency Woodrow Wilson, President of the United States of America, Signed by 
15,000[20,000] Protestant Rectors and Ministers and Catholic Priests in Favor of the Independence of Integral 
Armenia (Washington: American Committee for the Independence of Armenia, 1919); A Petition to His 
Excellency Woodrow Wilson, President of the United States by the American Committee for the Independence of 
Armenia Signed by Eighty-Five Bishops of the American Church, Forty Governors of the States of the Union and 
Two Hundred and Fifty Presidents of Colleges and Universities in the United States (Washington: American 
Committee for the Independence of Armenia, 1919). See also James Watson Gerald to Wilson, February 10, 
1919, in Arthur S. Link, ed., The Papers of Woodrow Wilson, Volume 55 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press, 1986). 446.  
77 For the discussion of this issues, see Richard G. Hovannisian, The Republic of Armenia, Vol. II -From 
Versailles to London, 1919 –1920 (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1982), 366 –403. 
78 King Crane report was submitted the report to White House on September 27. The document was not 
printed or circulated. Wilson’s health and Lansing’s, Secretary of State, opposition to American involvement 
were important factors here. Harbord mission returned to the US in November and submitted the report on 
November 12. See Major Gen. James G. Harbord, “Conditions in the Near East: Report of the American Military 
Mission to Armenia,” 66th Congress, Second Session, Document no. 266, April 13, 1920(Washington: 
Government Printing Office, 1920); “Report of the American Section of the International Commission on 
Mandates in Turkey,” in Papers Relating to the Foreign Relations of the United States: The Paris Peace 
Conference 1919, vol. 12 (Washington: United States Government Printing Office, 1947).  
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disagreements and personally animosity with President Wilson made Lodge not only one of 

the main antagonists of the Versailles Treaty but also an opponent of the Armenian 

mandate.79  The Armenian mandate came to be seen in the context of Versailles Treaty. In 

response to the opposition, Wilson initiated a speaking tour throughout the country to 

increase the public support for the League of Nations. During his tour, he invoked the 

Armenian Question on September 6, 1919, in Kansas City, as a supporting argument for the 

League. Specifically, describing the Armenians as being “helpless, at the mercy of the 

Turkish government,” he reminded his audience that they could “be absolutely 

destroyed.”80  

Wilson’s words reflected the desperate condition in Armenia in the second half of 

1919.  Following the post-war short-term occupation of Transcaucasia, the British had 

announced the withdrawal of their forces, which increased the vulnerability of Armenians. 

Not only the potential attack of Turkish nationalists, but the widespread starvation and 

diseases endangered the life of hundreds of thousands of survivors who escaped Ottoman 

Armenia for the Armenian Republic. The Armenians needed military and financial support 

for survival. A glimmer of hope came for Armenians, when following Wilson’s Kansas City 

speech, Democratic Senator John Sharp Williams introduced a resolution for a support for 

Armenians. Armenian Americans, joined by the representatives of the Armenian Republic, 

hurried to testify before the Senate subcommittee, where Williams’ resolution was 

submitted for hearings. Armenian enthusiasm over this document was conditioned by the 

 
79 Senator Lodge was on the Board of ACIA, who even had introduced a Senate resolution in May that called 
upon the recognition of an independent Armenia with its Russian, Turkish and Cilician parts. See Gregory L. 
Aftandilian, Armenia; A Vision of a Republic, 27.  
80 “An Address in Convention Hall Cansas City, September 6, 1919” in Arthur S. Link, ed., The Papers of 
Woodrow Wilson, Volume 63 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1990), 71–72.  
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fact that it called (a) to establish an Armenian independent republic, (b) to authorize the 

President to send military and naval forces for the maintenance peace in Armenia, and (c) 

to enable Armenians of the United States to raise money, arms, and go to help their 

compatriots in Armenia.81    

The representatives of the ANUA appeared at the hearings in Senate Foreign 

Relation Subcommittee on September 27.  In his speech, Mihran Sevazly reminded the 

subcommittee that “the Armenians have lost 1,000,000 men because they have refused to 

side with the Turkish barbarian” in the war, and asked for protection and help for 

resettling those survivors who escaped massacres and deportations and found shelter in 

the Caucasus, otherwise, there would be “no Armenians left.”82 Other two members of the 

ANUA, attorney Vartan Malcom and businessman Moses Gulesian, while asking American 

help, pinpointed the achievements of Armenian Americans and their potential contribution 

to American help to Armenia.83 On October 10, the representatives of the Armenian 

Republic – former Armenian Prime-Minster Hovhannes Kachaznuni and Armenia’s 

representative in the US Garegin Pastermadjian joined Press Bureau’s Vahan Cardashian to 

address Armenian issue in the subcommittee. Kachaznuni and Pastermajian asked for the 

US recognition for the Armenian Republic and a “moral, physical, and material aid of 

America” for Armenian people who, in Kachaznuni’s words, “having suffered terribly 

during the war,” were looking for the “cooperation of America to enable Armenia to 

 
81 Maintenance of Peace in Armenia: Hearings before a Subcommittee of the Committee on Foreign Relations, 
United States Senate; Sixty-Sixth Congress, Firs Session on S.J.R. 106, A Joint Resolution for the Maintenance of 
Peace in Armenia (Washington: Government Printing Office: 1919), 3. 
82 Maintenance of Peace in Armenia, 4–7. 
83 For this purpose, Vartan Malcom had already published a book on Armenian Americans. See Vartan 
Malcom, The Armenians in America (Boston: The Pilgrim Press, 1919). For more information about Moses 
Gulesian, see Irene H. Burnham, Not by Accident: The Story of Moses S. Gulesian’s Career (Boston, 1938). 
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establish a free and independent Government within her historical boundaries.” 84 In the 

end, Vahan Cardashian summed up Armenians demands: (a) a recognition of the Armenian 

Republic, (b) an American help in food, munitions, and supplies for an organization of an 

army of 30,000 men, (c) provisions for civil population in Armenia, and (d) an allowance to 

organize Armenian American volunteer forces to send them to Armenia.85 

Despite the efforts of the Armenians, they faced a dire situation by the end of 1919. 

Not only was the adoption of Williams’ resolution postponed, but the Republican 

dominated Senate eventually rejected the League in November 1919. Since then, the 

Armenian mandate lost all its real chances to be approved in the US Congress. In addition, 

the contesting perspectives on the Armenian Question among both Armenophiles and Pro-

Turkish circles of America further decreased these chances.  James L. Barton with the 

American Board and National Council of Congregational Churches supported a join 

mandate over the Armenians and Turks without subjecting Armenians to the Turkish rule, 

while former ambassador Henry Morgenthau argued for a triple mandate over 

Constantinople, Anatolia, and Armenia.86 On the other hand, influential missionary 

educator and president for Robert College Caleb F. Gates advocated a single mandate for 

the entire empire, and even had traveled to Paris in May 1919 to oppose  the idea of the 

establishment of a separate Armenian state. 87   He was backed by Admiral Mark L. Bristol – 

the US High commissioner in Turkey (1919–1927) and the proponent of a strong American 

economic presence in the Near East. Gates’ opinion was shared and supported by the 

 
84 Maintenance of Peace in Armenia, 111–112. 
85 Maintenance of Peace in Armenia, 121. 
86 Richard G. Hovannisian, The Republic of Armenia, Vol. II, 391–392. 
87 Joseph L. Grabill, Protestant Diplomacy and the Near East: Missionary Influence on American Policy, 1810–
1927 (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1971), 181–182; Richard G. Hovannisian, The Republic of 
Armenia, Vol. II, 317–318.  
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Turkish Wilsonian League, led by Ahmet Emin Yalman, a graduate of Columbia University 

and Turkish nationalist and novelist Halide Edib, who were advocating an American 

mandate for the entire Turkey to obscure the Armenian claims.88   

With the growing opposition and competing solutions, the Armenian mandate issue 

soon deepened the disagreement within the community as well.  Although all Armenian 

circles opposed any kind of common or join mandate solution, two different approaches 

emerged at that time. On the one hand, the ANUA and the Armenian Evangelical Union 

continued to struggle for a mandate over Armenia alone in the following months.  

Cardashian’s Press Bureau with the ACIA, on the other hand, while confronting the joint 

mandate solution for the Armenians and Turks, began to pay more attention to the issues 

of American assistance to Armenia, rather than mandate itself. The Dashnaktsutyun party, 

that left the ANUA earlier, supported this tactic as well.89 Following this schism among 

Armenian American organizations, the ANUA stopped the funding of Cardashian’s Press 

Bureau.90 To continue pro-Armenian “diplomatic works” for a mandate issue, the ANUA 

created a new body, Publicity Committee in New York in 1920 with $15,000 funding. 91 After 

the first meeting in March this committee created a society, American Friends of Armenia 

comprised of prominent and Armenophile Americans with Philadelphia attorney Walter 

George Smith as a chairman and missionary, layer, and diplomat George R. Montgomery, as 

 
88 For more information, see Halide Edip Adivar, The Turkish Ordeal (London: John Murray, 1928), 15. 
89 Richard G. Hovannisian, The Republic of Armenia, Vol. II, 396–392. 
90 Manug Djizmedjian, Patmut‘iwn amerikahay k‘aghak‘akan kusakts‘ut‘eants‘, 1890–1925. [History of 
Armenian-American Political Parties, 1890–1925] (Fresno: Nor-Or Press, 1930), 371. 
91 The members of this committee included Rev. Mihran Kajadjian, Dr. Rafael Kostanian, Vartan Malcom, 
Arshak Mahtessian, Dr. Movses Hovsepian, Rev. Hachadour G. Benneyan, and Vahan Kurkjian. See Teghekagir 
Hay Azgayin Miut‘ean Amerikayi, 31. 
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a Secretary. It was later renamed to Armenia-America Society.92 The Publicity Committee 

served as an advisory body to Armenia-America Society.  The purpose of the society was 

(a) to assist the recognition of Armenian independence in her “historical borders,” (b) to 

ensure the American help to Armenia until Armenia becomes self-supporting, (c) the 

liberation of the Armenian women and orphans from the slavery.93 

Armenian American women and war veterans, too, joined the ANUA to advocate the 

Armenian Question in the United States. To support the Williams resolution, Armenian 

Women’s Union of America, formed under the auspice of the ANUA in November 1919, 

began to work among American women.  After a new wave of violence against the 

Armenians of Cilicia in January-February 1920, the Armenian Women’s Union organized a 

march to Washington, D.C. and met Wilson’s secretary Joseph P. Tumulty and handed in a 

petition to him. In their petition, Armenian women called upon the President “to say the 

decisive word” against the sufferings of the “martyred Armenian people.” More specifically, 

they asked the President for “an integral Armenia” without any partition, as well as 

 
92 The members of this society included Walter George Smith, Hamilton Holt, the editor of the Independent; R. 
J. Caldwell, businessman and philanthropist, Charles S. MacFarland, the secretary of the Federal Council of the 
Churches of Christ in America; and W. N. Runyon, the ex-governor of New Jersey, Dr. Stanley White, secretary 
of the Presbyterian Board of Missions; lawyer and diplomat George R. Montgomery, Henry S. Huntington, 
editor of the Christian Work; Jane Addams of Hull House; former ambassadors James Gerard and Oscar Straus; 
Senator John Sharp Williams; General Leonald Wood; Rabbi Stephen Wise; and William Cardinal O’Connell. 
See Thomas A. Bryson, “The Armenia-America Society: A Factor in American-Turkish Relations, 1919–1924,” 
Records of the American Catholic Historical Society of Philadelphia, vol. 82, no. 2 (1971), 85. 
93 The Turkish authorities not only deported and massacred the Armenians, but many Armenian orphans and 
women were taken to Turkish households and orphanages and were forcibly converted into Islam and 
eventually Turkified. For more information on this issue, see Elise Sanassarian, “Gender Distinction in the 
Genocidal Process: A Preliminary Study of the Armenian Case,” Holocaust and Genocide Studies, vol. 4, no. 4, 
1989, p. 449-461; Miller Donald E. and Miller Lorna T., “Women and Children of the Armenian Genocide” in 
Richard Hovannisian (ed.), Armenian Genocide: History, Politics, Ethics (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1992), 
173–207; Tashjian Vahé, “Gender, Nationalism, Exclusion: the Reintegration Process of Female Survivors of 
the Armenian Genocide,” Nations and Nationalism, vol. 15, no. 1, 2009, 60–80; Ümit Kurt, “Cultural Erasure: 
The Absorption and Forced Conversion of Armenian Women and Children, 1915–1916.” Études Arméniennes 
Contemporaines. http://journals.openedition.org/eac/997. doi:10.4000/eac .997 (Access January 17, 2022). 
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“means” for Armenians for the defense of their country.94 Another initiative came from 

Armenian American veterans, who organized a parade of 580 men in Washington, D.C. on 

April 14, 1920, against the delaying of the solution on the Armenian Question. Headed by 

four officers – Major V. Kazandjian, Captain Bedrossian, Lieutenants Selian and L. 

Kazandjian, the veterans marched to the State, War, and Navy Building and handed in a 

petition to Bainbridge Colby, the Secretary of States. In Capitol Building, they gave the 

copies of the petition to Senate Foreign Relation Committee Chair Henry Cabot Lodge 

(latter hesitantly met the delegation of Armenian veterans) and Vice-chair of the House 

Foreign Affairs Committee. 95 In their petition, the veterans expressed concerns over the 

American inaction on Armenian affairs, and begged protections and help. They noted that 

they fought in the war not only for their adopted lovely America, but also for the liberty and 

protection for their “Motherland – Armenia.”96   

In 1920, Armenian Americans saw both success and failure in their drive of 

supporting the homeland. The results of the joint efforts of Armenian Americans and the 

representatives of the Armenian Republic proved to be fruitful in their request of food for 

starving survivors in the republic. By the Congress Act of March 1920, with $4,813,744 

governmental gift, the United States Grain Corporation distributed around 40, 000 tons of 

flour to Armenia. Overall, the Armenians received a support with a value of $28,795,426 

(135, 764 metric tons) from January 1919 to July 1920, that enabled to nourish the starving 

survivors and save tens of thousands of lives.97 Yet, politically, the fate of the American 

 
94 Teghekagir Hay Azgayin Miut‘ean Amerikayi, 39–41. 
95 Djizmedjian, Patmut‘iwn amerikahay k‘aghak‘akan kusakts‘ut‘eants‘, 461–462. 
96 Ibid., 462–464. 
97 James Barton, Story of Near East Relief (1915-1930), 124–125. 
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mandate for Armenia was already determined. Not only did not Wilson use the King-Crane 

and Harbord reports in his Armenian policy, but when the Harbord report was sent to 

Senate in April 1920, the anti-mandate opposition obscured even the arguments for the 

American involvements.98 Eventually, the Republican dominated subcommittee’s (Harding, 

New, and Williams) report on the hearings, after a long delay, was forwarded to Senate in 

March. The new version, authored by Harding, and accepted by the Senate on May 13, 

1920, had little resemblance to the previous one. Unlike the Williams’ resolution, the new 

version did not envision the deployment of military forces and sending arms to Armenia. 

The Harding’s resolution noted that the committee “clearly established the truth of the 

reported massacres and other atrocities” and expressed concerns about the harsh 

conditions of Armenians. The resolution extended congratulations to the Armenian people 

for the recognition of the independence of the Republic of Armenia “by the Supreme 

Council of Paris Peace Conference and by the Government of the United States of America.” 

The resolution authorized the President to use American marine forces to protect “the lives 

and property of citizens of the United States at the port of Batum and along the line of the 

railroad leading to Baku.” There was not mention about American protection of Armenians. 

In other words, the Harding’s resolution, unlike Williams’ resolution, offered no 

substantive measure for the protection of Armenians.99 Put differently, the document 

prevented the President from any real political action on behalf of Armenians. The final 

verdict came on June 1, 1920, when the US Senate rejected the Armenian mandate. 100 

 
98 Richard G. Hovannisian, The Republic of Armenia, Vol. II, 364–365. 
99 Congressional Record, 66th Congress, 1st Session, 59, Part 7 (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 
1920), 6844, 6978-6979, 7542-7543. 
100 See New York Times, June 2, 1920.   
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Beginning in 1920, several developments further shattered the hopes for the 

solution of the Armenian Question. Although the delegation of Ottoman Turkey signed the 

Treaty of Sèvres with the Allied Powers on August 10, 1920, and recognized Armenia “as a 

free and independent State” that should encompass Russian and Ottoman Armenia, the 

treaty was never implemented. The Turkish nationalist movement headed by General 

Mustafa Kemal, did not recognize the treaty and gradually expanded its power on Asia 

Minor from 1919 through 1922 and finished the destruction of the Armenians.101 

Moreover, following the Bolshevik takeover of the Armenian Republic (Russian Armenia) 

in late 1920 and its “sovietization,” Bolshevik Russia and the Kemalist government signed 

the Treaty of Moscow on March 16, 1921, that left not only Ottoman Armenia, but also the 

Kars province of the former Armenian Republic under Turkish rule. On the other hand, 

Western Powers, too, gradually stepped back from the principles of the Sèvres Treaty. In 

the London Conference in February - March, 1921, the Allied Powers had already 

abandoned the idea of an integral Armenia and were inclined to create an Armenian 

“national home” in Cilicia, where many Armenian survivors returned to after the 

massacres. Moreover, after the Ankara Treaty of October 20, 1921, between France and 

Kemalist Turkey, France de facto recognized the new Turkish government and agreed to 

evacuate Cilicia. The Lausanne Treaty of 1923 came to be seen as the final solution to the 

Armenian Question. Western Powers recognized the new Turkish state that included the 

 
101 One of the largest and final massacres took place in Smyrna in September 1922, when the Turkish 
nationalist forces burnt the Armenian and Greek quarters of the city and massacred Christians. For more 
information see Gevorg Vardanyan, Huyn bnak ch‘ut‘yunn osmanyan kaysrut‘yunum ev P‘oqrasiakan aghetě, 
[The Greek Population in the Ottoman Empire and the Asia Minor Disaster], 1914 –1923 (Yerevan: AGMI 
Press, 2012), 126–131; Marjorie Housepian, Smyrna 1922: The Destruction of a City (New York: Harcourt 
Brace Jovanovich, Inc., 1971); George Horton, The Blight of Asia: An Account of the Systematic Extermination of 
Christian Populations by Mohammedans and of the Culpability of Certain Great Powers, with the True Story of 
the Burning of Smyrna (Indianapolis, IN: The Bobbs-Merrill Company Publishers, 1926). 
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largest part of what Armenians considered their homeland. While the ANUA backed the 

Armenia-America Society and Cardashian with the ACIA continued their ceaseless efforts in 

the United States, the Armenian Question lost its importance for the United States in the 

wake of the new realpolitik in Near East.  Many Armenian Americans, nevertheless, did not 

lose their hopes and dreams for an independent and integral Armenia. 

 In their drive to shed light on the events in the Ottoman Empire and influence the 

American public opinion, Armenians of the United States – Apostolic and Protestant, 

prominent members of the community and recently arrived survivors, people with varying 

linguistic and writing capacities, began to publish books, pamphlets, and other works in 

English. In this regard, one of the most remarkable publications, entitled Facts about 

Armenia (1895), came from Gabrielian’s Armenian Patriotic Alliance. It opened with the 

eyewitness account told by Vardan Dilloyan, an Armenian survivor from Sassoun. The 

second part included former British Prime Minister William Gladstone’s speech on 

Armenian massacres on August 6th, 1895, in Chester, UK, in which, in Gabrielian’s words, 

“the heart of the whole Christendom is throbbing with holy indignation.” “The Condition in 

Armenia,” the article by British scholar and journalist Dr. Emil J. Dillon, the correspondent 

of the Daily Telegraph, was the third text of the pamphlet. What more than Dillon’s article 

with its “clear, horrifying view of the whole situation,” could better introduce the intimacy 

of violence in Armenia to American readers, given its success in Britain.102 Gabrielian also 

collaborated with Rev. William Augustus Warner, a former missionary in Turkey, and they 

 
102 The Armenian Patriotic Alliance, Facts about Armenia: Sassoun as Reported by a Native, Mr. Gladstone’s 
Speech, and Dr. Dillon’s Article on Armenia (New York: E. Scott Co., 1895), 5–6. See also Frederick Davis 
Greene, The Armenian Crisis in Turkey, 243-255, and Chapter 4 of Arman J. Kirakossian, British Diplomacy and 
the Armenian Question from the 1830s to 1914 (Princeton, NJ: Gomidas Institute Books, 2003). 
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published Bleeding Armenia: Its History and Horrors, another attempt “to awaken interest” 

in the history and fate of the “martyr nation of the World.”103 

Missionary George Filian’s Armenia and Her People, survivors Ohan Gaidzakian’s 

Illustrated Armenia and the Armenians, and Antranig Azhderian’s The Turk and the Land of 

Haig introduced Armenians to American readers with detailed and even illustrated 

description of Armenia, including Armenian history, people, religion, customs, the 

Armenian Question, and Hamidian massacres. Despite the interpretative differences, as a 

rule, all three books foregrounded three aspects about Armenians and their sufferings: (1) 

ancientness of this nation through the territorialization of Armenia with biblical terms and 

narratives, (2) the long durée with Christianity and the martyrdom for their faith, and (3) 

similarities between Armenians and Americans. First, as one of the authors put it, the 

Armenians were “the most ancient among the ancient…a land where man first communed 

with his God.”104 But the ancientness of Armenia was clearly linked to Christianity, and 

even pre-Christian Armenian history was presented through the lens of biblical narratives. 

They did so by reproducing one of the attempts of territorialization of biblical Eden in 

Armenia.105 Similarly, they reproduced Genesis flood narratives, one according to which 

Noah’s Ark landed on Mount Ararat in the heart of Armenia.106 Not only were the 

Armenians the first to interact with God, but they were also “the first nation to adopt 

 
103 Augustine Warner Williams and M. S. Gabriel, Bleeding Armenia: Its History of Horrors ([Chicago]: 
Publishers' Union, 1896), 5, 15–16. 
104 Antranig Azhderian, The Turk and the Land of Haig; or Turkey and Armenia: Descriptive, Historical, and 
Picturesque (New York: Mershon Co., c1898), 13. 
105 For the origin and history of territorialization of Eden, see Alessandro Scafi, Mapping Paradise: A History of 
Heaven on Earth (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006). 
106 Ohan Gaidzakian, Illustrated Armenia and the Armenians, 2nd edition (Boston: B.H. Aznive, 1898), 13–25; 
George H. Filian, Armenia and Her People; or The Story of Armenian by an Armenian (Hartford, Con.: American 
Publishing Co., 1896), 33, 42. 
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Christianity as a national religion.”107 As a classic example of Armenian devotion to 

Christian faith throughout their history, all these books retold the story of Vardan 

Mamikonian – one of the most popular narratives in Armenian literary tradition about the 

martyred hero of the Battle of Avarayr in the fifth century, when Armenians fought 

Zoroastrian Iran to defend their Christian faith.108 Finally, given such a devotion to 

Christianity, and especially Armenians’ experience with Protestantism,  as one of these 

authors put it, made them “the Anglo-Saxons of the East.”109  

Although all these authors aimed to trigger American sympathy towards Armenians, 

they did not go in line with their perspectives on the historical fate of their nation and 

usually had no clear political objectives. “O Lord, when wilt thou revenge our enemies," 

Gaidzakian reminded the “wish” of the victims in the final paragraph of his book.110 Filian 

anticipated new wars and disasters, but he also predicted that after the “greatest 

martyrdom”  in Armenia and “from the blood of Armenian martyrs everlasting happiness 

 
107 Gaidzakian, Illustrated Armenia, 39. 
108 See Gaidzakian, Illustrated Armenia, 129–134; Filian, Armenia and Her People, 90–92; Azhderian, The Turk 
and the Land of Haig, 112–115. 
109 Gaidzakian, Illustrated, 79.  Not all Armenians shared these perspectives. For example, Armayis 
Vartooguian’s Armenia’s Ordeal offered a very different view on protestant missionaries, the Hunchakian 
party, and the Great Powers. This book enabled the reader to have a more critical understanding of the 
Armenian Question. Vartooguians were the first known Armenian Mormons. See Armayis P. Vartoogian, 
Armenia's Ordeal. A Sketch of the Main Features of the History of Armenia, and an Inside Account of the Work of 
American Missionaries among Armenians and Its Ruinous Effect, and a General Review of the Armenian Question 
(New York, 1896). 

The issue of the devotion to Christianity is also present in two fictional works produced by Armenian 
Americans. Armenia and its People, written by an Armenian refugee, who used Andon Andonios as a pen 
name, after introducing Armenians to the reader, told the story of “Khach Oriord: A Brave Armenian Young 
Lady.” Khach Oriord, a daughter of a respected Armenian family, married a Protestant Armenian and had six 
children. After she lost her husband because of the Ottoman atrocities, she left Turkey for a foreign country 
with her children. Aram H. Proudian’s Armenian Massacre at Present Time, 1894–95–96 was one of the first 
plays on the topic and traced the tragic events in Sassoun and Zeitun, but eventually had a happy end – the 
victory of Armenians. See Andon Andonios, Armenia and Its People (New York: The Winthrop Press, 1896); 
Aram H,. Proudian, Armenian Massacre at Present Time, 1894-95-96 (Los Angeles, CA: 1896). 
110 Gaidzakian, Illustrated Armenia, 255. 
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will follow to all nations.”111 Unlike Gaidzakian and Filian, Azhderian proposed a 

“pragmatic” solution, the immigration of Armenians from Armenia to “this newest Land of 

the Free.”112  While these authors, wanted to increase American awareness and achieve a 

support from the United States, these authors, except for Gabrielian, were persons far from 

big politics and did not present any Armenian political group. Their books were rather 

personal initiatives to support compatriots and the homeland.  

Armenian American publications grew in number after the formation of the ANUA. 

As in 1890s, the primary purpose of these publications was the promotion of the Armenian 

Question, but with a clearer political agenda. The publications of this period can be 

classified into two major groups. The first one included books published by various authors 

and served as a general introduction to Armenian history and massacres. This books 

include, for example, James Bryce’s Blue Book, 1916; the second publication of Alice Stone 

Blackwell’s Armenian Poems, 1917; Berta Papazian’s The Tragedy of Armenia, 1918; Dr. G. 

Pasdermajian’s Why Armenia Should be Free?, 1918; Vartan Malcom’s The Armenians in 

America, 1918.113 The second group consisted of petitions and booklets directly published 

by the ANUA, Press Bureau, and ACIA, and had more targeted contents reflecting the main 

directions of Armenian American community activity, discussed in this chapter.114 In 

 
111 Filian, Armenia and Her People, 361. 
112 Azhderian, The Turk and the Land of Haig, 405–408. 
113 Blue Book was a British publication, but the ANUA distributed it in the United States. See James Bryce and 
Arnold J. Toynbee. The Treatment of Armenians in the Ottoman Empire, 1915–16: Documents Presented to 
Viscount Grey of Fallodon, Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs (London: Sir Joseph Causton and Sons, 1916); 
Alice Stone Blackwell, Armenian Poems Rendered into English Verse (Boston: Atlantic Printing Company, 
1917); Papazian, Bertha S. The Tragedy of Armenia: A Brief Study and Interpretation (Boston: Pilgrim Press, 
1918); G. Pasdermadjian, Why Armenia Should Be Free (Boston: Hairenik Publ, 1918); Vartan Malcom, The 
Armenians in America (Boston: The Pilgrim Press, 1919). 
114 A Petition to His Excellency Woodrow Wilson, President of the United States of America, Signed by 
15,000[20,000] Protestant Rectors and Ministers and Catholic Priests in Favor of the Independence of Integral 
Armenia (Washington: American Committee for the Independence of Armenia, 1919); A Petition to His 
Excellency Woodrow Wilson, President of the United States by the American Committee for the Independence of 
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addition to the books, booklets, and petitions, the ANUA also published the Armenian 

Herald, an English language monthly between 1917 and 1919 in Boston and distributed 

among Americans. 

 

Saving Survivors 

While Armenian Americans were instrumental in shaping the American public 

opinion, they also made individual and collective efforts to help survivors by both 

organizing and participating in fundraising initiatives. In the summer of 1895, a group of 

esteemed Armenian Americans, including Father Maghakia Dēroonian, Dr. Ayvazian, and 

Dr. Gabrielian approached Rev. Henry Codman Potter, the Bishop of the Episcopal Diocese 

of New York to discuss the possibility of the formation of a fundraising committee to help 

the survivors of the massacres. With the help of Bishop Potter, they formed a New York 

fundraising committee with the participation of influential New Yorkers with Dr. Ayvazian 

as a secretary. Armenians formed a similar committee in Worcester with prominent 

citizens, including P. O. Moen, the general superintendent of Washburn and Moen 

Manufacturing Corporation, the main employer of local Armenians and  Stephen Salisbury 

Jr., one of the richest men in that area.115 According to Haik, Armenian Americans sent 

 
Armenia Signed by Eighty-Five Bishops of the American Church, Forty Governors of the States of the Union and 
Two Hundred and Fifty Presidents of Colleges and Universities in the United States (Washington: American 
Committee for the Independence of Armenia, 1919); American Committee for the Independence of Armenia,  
America as Mandatory for Armenia: Articles and Opinions (New York, 1919); Armenian National Union of 
America. The Case of Armenia (New York: Armenian National Union of America, 1919); G. Pasdermadjian 
Armenia: A Leading Factor in the Winning of the War (Translated from Armenian by A. Torossian) (New York: 
[American Committee for the Independence of Armenia, 1919); James Watson Gerard, England and France in 
Armenia (New York, 1920); John Hanson Thomas Main, America's Duty in Armenia (New York: ACIA, 1919); 
Memorandum: Setting Forth the Scope and Nature of the Physical and Material Aid Armenia Requires for Her 
National Reconstruction (New York: Press Bureau, the Armenian National Union of America, 1919).  
115 Haik, August 15, 1895, no. 14(101), 194. 
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some  $70,000 to their fellow Armenians through the channels of the American Board of 

Commissioners for Foreign Missions.116 Although there is no complete data on how much 

Armenian Americans sent through individual or collective channels, the overall American 

contribution –both Armenians and non-Armenian – was about $400,000. 117 

Armenian Americans also helped those survivors who reached the United States. 

One such episode occurred when some 400 survivors arrived in America following the 

horrors of the fall of 1895. Moses H. Gulesian, a successful businessman and the owner of a 

copper factory in Boston, made all necessary arrangements from facilitating their 

admission in New York to their adaptation and integration to American life. First, difficult 

negotiations with immigration commissioners and the bonds for $25,000 ensured their 

release from the two-week detention in Ellis Island. After working with various Armenian 

and non-Armenian individuals and organizations, including Dr. Ayvazian, Stone Blackwell, 

the Salvation Army, the Armenian Relief Association, and the Woman's Christian 

Temperance Union, all survivors found shelter. They placed a considerable number of these 

survivors in temporary homes on Waltham Street in Boston, including in one of the floors 

of Gulesian’s factory. They were provided with food, clothes, and all necessary needs.  

Gulesian also made efforts to introduce the English language and American customs to 

survivors by organizing morning classes for them. According to Gulesian, the survivors 

especially enjoyed the Thanksgiving of 1896 (November 26), when 225 Armenians, 

children, women, and men, gathered around the dinner table and feasted together. They 

 
116 Haik, August 1, 1896, no. 8(117), 120. 
117 Ibid., 121. 
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also participated in religious services and listened to various protestant ministers’ talks 

organized for them, during which they also met with local Armenians and Americans.118 

The wartime destruction of Ottoman Armenians changed the scale and nature of 

fundraising activities.119 The initial efforts of collecting money were transformed into 

major fundraising programs that often, but not always, included a collaboration with the 

American Committee for Armenian and Syrian Relief (ACASR) and participation of the 

works of the latter. Chronologically, one of the first major initiatives came from the 

Armenian General Benevolent Union (AGBU). In 1915, the AGBU founded a “Central Relief 

Committee” in New York composed of several leading Armenian Americans with Dr. 

Andranik Ayvazian as the chairman.120 For more effectiveness, this committee established a 

sister body, “Armenian American Relief Fund Committee,” that included also prominent 

Americans.121 The latter began to work intensively with the American public to raise 

awareness about this new wave of Armenian massacres and asked for help for the starving 

 
118 See Moses H. Gulesian, “The Armenian Refugees,” The Arena, vol XVII, 652–662.  
119 It should be noted that Armenian Americans had kept their eyes on the survivors and homeland in the 
period between the Hamidian massacres and World War I. The Prelacy of Armenian Church of America, the 
Armenian Protestants, political parties, and compatriotic unions directed their efforts to the recovery of 
destroyed towns and villages and sought to alleviate the sufferings of the survivors. For example, the Prelacy 
collected more than $5,000 in 1903 alone and sent to the Ējmiatsin. (See Gotchnag, May 23, 1903, no. 128, 
1026). In 1904, when a new wave of violence broke out in Sassoun and Mush, the Prelacy activated 
fundraising efforts and collected some $1,200 in two months (See Gotchnag, December 3, 1904, no. 208, 
1665; Gotchnag, December 17, 1904, no. 210; Gotchnag, December 24, 1904, no. 211, 1689). For that purpose, 
the Armenians continued to organize public mass meetings. In one such meeting on December 18, 1904, one 
of the speakers called “to work ceaselessly for the Homeland” (See Gotchnag, November 26, 1904, n. 207, 
1656). Compatriotic unions, in turn, were concentrated on the recovery of the damaged or ruined schools. 
The Kharberd Educational Society, for example, increased its financial contribution twice to reopen the 
schools in Kharberd that were damaged or closed in the wake of state violence (See Manug Djizmedjian, 
Kharberdē ev ir zavaknerē [ Kharpert and Its Children] (Fresno, CA: M. G. Jizmejian, 1955), 260–261.). The 
members of Barjanch Educational Society raised $5,000 for the schools of their village between 1891 and 
1914 Manug Djizmedjian, Kharberdē ev ir zavaknerē, 269). These efforts were not limited to the Armenians of 
one city or state and were continuous. For example, the Armenians of Fresno, CA annually collected an 
average of $623 till World War I. See Gotchnag, December 1, 1906, no. 48, 765. 
120 Gotchnag, April 10, 1915, no. 15, 361. 
121 For more information, see Gotchnag, August 7, 1915, no. 32, 668. 
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survivors. The committee even issued special receipts for the donators in form of postal 

card that depicted “Mother Armenia.”122  Overall, the committee could raise more than 

$16,000 in 1915 and sent half of the collected funds to Ējmiatsin, to the Catholicos of All 

Armenians, and another half to the Armenian Patriarch of Constantinople for survivors.123 

The AGBU chapters in America soon began to work under the auspice of the National 

Defense Union. In 1915 –1916, this body that unified most of the largest Armenian 

American organizations, collected more than $73,000, and gradually sent the funds to the 

Catholicos and Poghos Nubar in Paris.124 

Armenians used every possible opportunity to collect money.  When President 

Wilson declared January 1 and January 27 of 1916 as Polish and Jewish Relief days 

respectively given the wartime sufferings of these people, the Armenian community 

reacted immediately.125 Primate Arsen Vehuni appealed to Samuel E. Winslow, the member 

of the U.S. House of Representatives from Massachusetts, asking him to promote the idea of 

establishing a similar day for Armenians in the Congress, as well. Winslow supported 

Vehuni’s request and discussed it with Massachusetts Senator Henry Cabot Lodge, who 

eventually authored a Senate resolution for that purpose.  On February 9, 1916, the US 

Senate approved Lodge’s resolution that successfully passed through Congress’s Foreign 

Relation Committee. 126 Given the “misery, wretchedness, and hardships” of the Armenian 

 
122 Gotchnag, September 4, 1915, no. 36, 765–766. 
123 Gotchnag, October 2, 1915, no. 40, 876; Gotchnag, December 25, 1915, no. 32, 668. 
124 Some of these funds should be used for the recovery of Van in Ottoman Armenia, after Armenians took 
control it in 1915, and for financial support to Armenian volunteers resisting Ottoman perpetrators. See 
Gotchnag, December 9, 1916, np. 50, 1304–1305.   
125 For more information on Polish and Jewish Relief days, see M. B.  Biskupski, “The Diplomacy of Wartime 
Relief: The United States and Poland, 1914–1918,” Diplomatic History 19, no. 3 (1995): 431–51; Jennifer D. Keene, 
"Americans Respond: Perspectives on the Global War, 1914-1917," Geschichte und Gesellschaft 40, no. 2 
(2014): 266–286. 
126 Gotchnag, February 19, 1916, no. 8, 196–197.    
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people, the resolution asked the President to designate a day on which Americans could 

express their sympathy by rising funds for the relief of the Armenians.127 On August 31, 

1916, President Wilson, following this recommendation, proclaimed “Saturday, October 21, 

and Sunday, October 22, 1916 as joint days upon which the people of the United States may 

make such contribution as they feel disposed for the aid of the stricken Syrian and 

Armenian people.”128 

Following the presidential declaration, Primate Vehuni invited the representatives 

of the communal organizations participating in National Defense Union, as well as the 

Armenian Revolutionary Federation (ARF) for consultations about the community’s 

potential participation and contribution to the Armenian Relief Day. As a result, they 

created a communal administrative body to supervise the fundraising on October 21 and 

22 – Central Committee for Armenian Relief Day.129 According to the directives of this 

committee, all Armenian organizations participating in the ANUA should be involved in the 

following activities: (a) They had to distribute donation boxes and cans prepared by the 

ACASR to all Armenian organizations. The boxes should be placed in restaurants, banks, 

clubs, stores, and apartment buildings. All collected money should be sent to the central 

committee. (b) To increase the effectiveness, Armenians should have fundraisers in all 

public places, such as theatres, schools, and factories. Each of them should start fundraising 

 
127 Ibid. See also United States Senate Concurrent Resolution 12, February 9, 1916, accessed January 17, 2022, 
https://www.armenian-
genocide.org/Affirmation.163/current_category.7/offset.50/affirmation_detail.html/. 
128 See Gotchnag, September 30, 1916, no. 40, 1044; Gotchnag, October 14, 1916, no. 42; 1104–1105; Barton, 
Story of Near East Relief, 382. 
129 The Central Committee for Armenian Relief Day consisted of the following people: Arsen Vehuni 
(President), K. M. Manaveyan (Chairman, Armenian Evangelical Union), Maghak G. Berberian (Secretary, 
Armenian Apostolic Church), Hovhannes Dzovikian (Reformed Hunchakian Party), Dr. N. D. S. Tashjian (ARF), 
G Kirakossian (National Interests Defense Union), B. Rubinian (Social Democrat Hunchakian Party), S. 
Malemezian (Ramkavar). See Gotchnag, September 30, 1916, no. 41, 1069. 
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from his or her contribution. Every Armenian was expected to participate and help local 

fundraising committees.  (c) They should prepare posters and display them in public 

places. (d) They also had to write letters to the pastors of all churches of all cities and 

Sunday schools directors in the name of ACASR to ask them to call Americans for active 

participation in Relief Day. (e) They should distribute flyers and brochures containing 

information about “Armenian starvation” and their sufferings.130  To support the 

“Armenians suffering in the Homeland,” an editorial on Gotchnag, revoking the words of 

Rabbi Wise, noted that all Armenian Americans should “give until it hurts.” 131 Moreover, 

the editorial called upon all Armenians of the United Stated to observe fast on those two 

days. Beyond avoiding food, the idea behind fasting was to shift the “normal condition of 

the mind” to one that would concentrate on the “bitter and heartbreaking condition of the 

thousands of children and women left carelessly in desert.”132 

Armenian Relief Days turned to be a very successful fundraising enterprise. The 

collected amount in two days was ranging between $700,000 and $1,000,000 that was sent 

to Armenians and other suffering people of the Near East through the channels of the 

ACASR.133 An editorial in Gotchnag in November 1916 noted that it was an honor and pride 

for the Armenian Americans that they had that “historic opportunity,” and October 21 and 

22 would remain in Armenian American history as “cherished and memorable days.” While 

the editorial pinpointed the American “sympathy and respect towards the suffering 

 
130 Gotchnag, October 14, 1916, no. 42, 1106–107. 
131 For more information on the connections between Rabbi Wise and Armenian Americans, see Claire 
Mouradian, "A Case of Jewish Coverage of the Armenian Genocide in the United States: Rabbi Stephen S. Wise, 
‘Champion of any Wronged People’," in Mass Media and the Genocide of the Armenian: One Hundred Years of 
Uncertain Representation, ed. Joceline Chabot (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 206–232.  
132 Gotchnag, October 21, 1916, no, 43, 1109–1110. 
133 For the full text, see Gotchnag, February 17, 1917, no. 7, 229.  
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Armenians,” it also emphasized the efforts and contribution of Armenian of the United 

States, who acted as “one body… in favor of the suffered loved ones of the homeland.” 134 At 

the same time, the editorial propounded a rhetorical question: “But what after the 

Armenian Relief Day?” In answer to this question, it reminded that Armenian Americans, 

despite the impressive results of the fundraising, “had not yet fulfilled their obligations.” 

“Since our loved ones still wander in deserts and their starvation is immense and 

boundless…”  the donations should be “continuous and regularly,” the editorial 

contended.135 

In the following years, the community continued its fundraising efforts under the 

auspice of the ANUA.  In 1917–1918 alone, the ANUA collected more than $191,000. 136 

These funds were used for variety of purposes: to help survivors through the channel of the 

ACASR, for the expenses of Armenian Delegation in Paris Peace Conference, and for 

Armenian volunteers. 137 Yet, the end of World War brought no peace and security for 

Armenians. The survivors, scattered from Russian Armenia to Syria and Iraq, were dying 

from starvation and diseases and more funds were needed. To increase Armenian 

American contributions, Armenian leadership turned to Andranik Ozanian, a legendary 

fedayi, who was conceived by Armenians as a national hero. Given the urgency and the 

need of more financial help, as well as the popularity of Andranik, Poghos Nubar, the head 

of Armenian National Delegation in Paris Peace Conference, asked him to launch a new and 

 
134 Gotchnag, October 28, 1916, no. 44, 1133–1134.  
135 Ibid. 
136 Gotchnag, February 2, 1918, no. 5, 1685–1686; Gotchnag, February 9, 1918, no. 6, 1714–1715,   
137 Ibid 
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major fundraising program, that came to be known as Fundraising for Survival (“p‘rkut‘ean 

hanganakut‘iwn”). Most of Armenian American organizations joined this major enterprise. 

On December 16, 1919, Andranik Ozanian, officially appealed all Armenian 

Americans with a special message. Reminding about “heartbreaking cries of starving 

orphans and widows,” he argued that their life and the whole future of the Armenian nation 

was dependent on the help that diaspora could provide.138 He called upon Armenian 

Americans to participate in fundraising very actively for three reasons: (a) for those who 

fell for “free Armenia” and “drenched her holy soil with their blood,” (b) for those who 

were “tortured and martyred on death marches, in concentration camps, prisons, and by 

hanging,” (c) for  those hundreds of thousands, who “were still suffering … in unspeakable 

disasters and starvations” and  “the genius and hope” of future Armenia is among them.139 

To recognize and encourage each individual contribution,  the ANUA issued special 

donation checks that bore some resemblance to the American banknote. The checks further 

emphasized the purpose of donation. In the center of the bill, between the flags of Armenia 

and the United States, it featured a portrait of Khrimian Hayrik, the former Catholicos of all 

Armenians and the leader of the Armenian delegation to the Congress of Berlin (1878), the 

most respected and beloved religious leader. The portrait and the flags in turn were 

bounded from the top and bottom by the phrase “P‘rkut‘iean hanganakut‘iwn Hayastani 

Karotelots‘” [Fundraising for Survival for Armenia’s Starving People]. The bill also featured 

two other pictures: the left one depicted Armenia – Mount Ararat and Mount Sipan, and 

 
138 Patuoy girk‘ p‘rkut‘ean hanganakut‘ean Hayots‘ Amerikayi 1920-1921 [Book of Honor: Armenian-American 
Fundraising for the Salvation of Armenia] (Boston: Yeran Press, 1921), 9. See also Gotchnag Hayastani, 
January 10, 1920, no. 2, 45–48. 
139 Patuoy girk‘, 16. 



   

137 

 

Lake Van; the right one depicted a starving Armenian family begging money. Each bill 

reflected the amount of money the person donated and was affirmed and signed by 

Andranik.140 Armenians from 61 American cities participated in the “Fundraising for 

Survival,” collecting $532,036.40.141  Overall, the ANUA collected $931,982 from 1917 

through 1921.142 

Armenian Americans not only collected money for those volunteers fighting against 

the perpetrators but many of them joined to resist the Ottomans. These initial efforts in 

1915–1916, however, transformed into a more organized enterprise in the final stage of 

World War I, when Armenian national interests coincided with the Allied plans in the 

Middle East. In October 1916, Poghos Nubar, the head of the Armenian National Delegation 

in Paris met Mark Sykes and Francois Georges-Picot, the British and French Diplomats, who 

co-authored the Sykes-Picot Agreement –a secret treaty between Britain and France about 

the spheres of influence in the postwar partition of the Ottoman Empire. In these meetings, 

Nubar was told that Cilicia would fall under French control as an autonomous Armenia and 

was asked about the potential contributions the Armenians could make to this plan. Nubar 

promised the participation of Armenian volunteers in the Allied military operations against 

the Ottomans. According to this agreement, between Nubar and Allied diplomats, the 

French government would cover the expenses related to the transportation of the 

 
140 For a sample of the bill, see Patuoy girk‘, 260–261. 
141 The largest part of these funds was distributed as follow: Republic of Armenia – $175,440.00; Armenians 
of Cilicia – $109,170.00; Armenian Patriarchate of Constantinople (for the survivors in Turkey) –$130,600.00; 
AGBU (for survivors) –$45,000.00; for the needs of Persian Armenian schools –$21,001.25; Armenian 
Delegation in Paris – $20,000.00, These funds were used not only for orphans, widows, and other survivors, 
but also for the needs of “national self-defense.” Those funds that were sent through the Near East Relief, 
were doubled by the latter. Overall, it was estimated that a quarter million US dollar was sent.  See Patuoy 
girk‘, 4 –5. 
142 Teghekagir Hay Azgayin Miut‘ean Amerikayi, 66. 
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Armenian volunteers, who would fight in Cilicia, and following allied victory, Armenians 

would receive an autonomy there under the French protection.143 

The Armenian American communal leadership learned about this agreement in 

March 1917 with enthusiasm. In the following months, the ANUA was busy recruiting 

volunteers from the community. According to Tigran Boyajian, one of the recruits, the 

ANUA’s call for Armenian American participation in the national cause found more 

responses than expected and “thousands were willing to go to the battlefield to revenge for 

their martyred relatives.”144 For example, the Armenian community of Lawrence with the 

size of one thousand people, gave seventy-eight volunteers.145 Overall, the ANUA could 

transport 1,172 volunteers from the United States to Bordeaux, France. 146 After military 

inspection in France, the French government organized their transportation to Cyprus, 

where they were trained and joined to other Armenian volunteers (some 600 Musa Ler 

Armenians, 300 Egyptian Armenians, and some 300 from various places). 147 The result  

was what became known as Légion d'Orient in French Army, that was renamed Légion 

arménienne (Armenian Legion) after the Mudros Armistice in 1918, and operated as a part 

of the French Army in Cilicia. They served in the Palestine Campaign, and especially in the 

Battle of Arara under the command of General Edmund Allenby.148 The ANUA made efforts 

 
143 See Boghos Nubar’s Papers and the Armenian Question, 1915 –1918: Documents, ed. Vatche Ghazarian 
(Waltham: Mayreni Publishing, 1996), 384–386, 391–392, 393–398. 
144 Tigran Boyajian, Haykakan lēgēoně. Patmakan hushagrut‘iwn [The Armenian Legion: A Historical Memoir] 
(Watertown, MA: Baikar Press, 1965), 37–38. 
145 The Armenians in Massachusetts: Written and Compiled by the Federal Writers’ Project of the Works Progress 
Administration for the State of Massachusetts (Boston: Armenian Historical Society, 1937), 54. 
146 Teghekagir Hay Azgayin Miut‘ean Amerikayi, 27–29, 89–99. 
147  Martiros Gushagjian and Poghos Maturian, Hushamatean Musa Leran [MemorialBook of Musa Ler] 
(Beirut: Atlas Press, 1970), 426 –429. 
148 For more information on Armenian Legion, see Andrekos Varnava, “French and British Post-War Imperial 
Agendas and Forging An Armenian Homeland after the Genocide: The Formation of the Légion D’orient in 
October 1916,” The Historical Journal 57, no. 4 (2014): 997–1025; Susan Paul Pattie, The Armenian 
Legionnaires: Sacrifice and Betrayal in World War I (New York: I.B. Tauris, 2018).  
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for the post-war recovery of the wounded soldiers as well and spent some $1,200 for that 

purpose.149 Later, the Armenian Legion and the battle of Arara would become an important 

element in Armenian American remembrance of the catastrophe.  

 
 
Mourning Losses and Celebrating the Martyrs 

In the early morning of November 29, 1894, on Thanksgiving Day, the Armenian 

Apostolic Church Our Savior of Worcester, was full of Armenian men and women who 

occupied every seat in the church. The exterior was intensively draped in black. The 

window shades were drawn to protect people from the sun's blinding rays, and the black 

draperies overshadowed the altar, the windows, and doorways, thus further intensifying 

the mysterious solemnity within the church. The expectant faces of people within the 

church were full of the expression of reverence.  At 8:30 AM, Father Dēroonian entered 

from the vestry at the right of the sanctuary and followed by 12 choristers and changing 

with them an ancient funeral dirge of the Armenian Apostolic Church, slowly moved 

toward the altar and knelt before it. What followed was a ritual that lasted around two 

hours and included an unusual ceremony for that church, a celebration of the high mass of 

requiem for “Armenia's patriots in general” and “the victims of the recent massacre at 

Sassoun in particular.” In the end, Dēroonian knelt one more time before the altar and 

prayed for “the prose of their souls.” This last prayer triggered an open demonstration of 

sorrow – sobbing of women within the church. The pastor ended the service with a 

 
149 Teghekagir Hay Azgayin Miut‘ean Amerikayi, 27–29; 89–99. 
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benediction, and without an address, as he planned earlier, because of the duration of the 

ceremony.150  

The procession, formed outside the church after the ceremony and consisting of 

around 400 gloomy, resolute men, moved steadily from the Church of Our Savior to Curtis 

Hall in the Y.M.C.A. building, the Armenian Congregational Church’s meeting place. Each of 

these persons wore a black band on their right arms. An Armenian, carrying the American 

flag, headed the procession. Another Armenian man, walking after the flag bearer, carried a 

black banner with white lettering. One might easily read those few words: “Thanksgiving 

for Americans; we mourn massacred Armenians.” Then, an open carriage followed with 

Dēroonian and Kemalian. The reporter of Worcester Daily Telegram, attending the march, 

found something “very strange and foreign” in this event, though he noted that it “was 

conducted after the American fashion.'' Nevertheless, he was unsure whether that was 

because of the “impressive solemnity of the men themselves” or “the spectator may have 

become sympathetic by quickened memory of the cause for which the demonstration took 

place.” It took around thirty minutes for demonstrators to reach Curtis Hall.151 

The Interior of Curtis Hall was draped in black as well, although the exterior was a 

bit simpler, without additional ornaments. Here, there was also a great dark square as a 

background to the speakers with the image of Khrimian Hayrik, the head of the Armenian 

Apostolic Church, in its center. The American flag and the banner used in the march were 

placed on the left and right sides of the Catholicos’ image. The ceremony opened with a 

funeral march for piano led by George M. Nihigian, and two national hymns were sung after 

 
150 Worcester Daily Telegraph, November 30, 1894.  
151 Ibid. 
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the march. Unlike the ritual in Apostolic Church, the priest’s oratory here occupied most of 

the time. He read from the 8th and 9th chapters of Jeremiah and Lamentations. One could 

easily find similarities between Sassoun and Jerusalem, between peoples of Armenia and 

Judea.  Rev. Kemalian began his sermon with the text of Exodus 33:15. “And he said unto 

him, if thy presence go not with me, carry us not up hence.”  Like “Moses in the wilderness,” 

the preacher continued, “chose rather to die than to live on without the leadership of God,” 

the Armenians too should follow divine leadership. He added that this is not to exclude 

“other means” bypassing the law, but only with “the aid of God.”  “Hearken to the Blood-

stained Legend of Sassoon and those that tell us of the martyred women of our nation,” the 

preacher proclaimed, “they who die because they would not deny the Christ.”  So, if “they of 

the weaker sex” could maintain their faith and loyalty to God, how, can they, “men of 

Armenia, be justified in supposing we might let God alone and help ourselves.”152 

Although this memorial service in Worcester was perhaps the most centralized and 

the most important one organized in the aftermath of the Sassoun massacres, it was not the 

only one. For example, mass meetings at St. Bartholomew Church of Manhattan on 

December 30, 1894, also included a requiem service led by Rev. Dr. David H. Greer, in 

which some 300-500 Armenians participated. The program included the performance of 

the processional hymn “The Son of God Goes Forth,” and the anthem “I Will Mention the 

Loving Kindnesses of the Lord,” performed by the full choir.153  According to Rev. David H. 

Greer, besides expressing sympathy to those who suffered, that event was organized for 

“protesting against the further infliction of such atrocities.”154 He also read the letter of 

 
152 Ibid. 
153 For the details, see Haik, January 15, 1895, no. 1(88), 11-12; Filian, Armenia and Her People, 207–213. 
154 Filian, Armenia and Her People, 208. 
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sympathy sent by Rev. Henry Codman Potter, the Bishop of the Episcopal Diocese of New 

York, who although was a “Monroe-doctrine disciple, first, last, and all time,” but he 

believed that Americans’ “duty as something else than savages is to protest against 

barbarism wherever it is to be found.”155 

Beginning in 1895, annual commemorative events became an integral part of the 

communal life of Armenian Americans. In the early morning of August 3, 1895, a year after 

the Sassoun massacres, Armenians organized a “Ceremony for the First Anniversary of the 

Martyrdom of Sassoun” (Handēs arajin taredardsi Sasnoy nahatakut‘ean) in St. 

Bartholomew Church of Manhattan. The program included performances by the choir, 

speeches given by a survivor, and two prominent Armenian Americans – Dr. Ayvazian and 

Dr. Gabrielian. In his speech, Ayvazian expressed an optimism on the future of Sassoun, 

because, in his words, the US authorities now knew about it due to Armenians’ activity. 

According to him, since “Sassoun Armenians fell from the Turkish sword after fearless 

resistance,” they “were awarded the title of the hero” and went with the “glorious crown of 

a martyr.” “May we be inspired by the courage of our dead brothers and sisters and be 

devoted to the cause of our Fatherland,” Ayvazian concluded. In his speech, Gabrielian 

shared Ayvazian’s optimism but further emphasized the heroism of Sassoun Armenians, 

who, in his words, were resisting perpetrators “as Tigrans” and “martyred as Vardans.”156 

Moreover, he contended that the martyrdom of thousands of Armenians transcended 

national boundaries, thus, having universal significance. Gabrielian ended his speech by 

 
155 Ibid., 209. 
156 He meant here Tigran the Great (95–55 BCE), the king of Armenia, under whom Armenia reached the peak 
of its power, and Vardan Mamikonian, the hero of Avarayr. 
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asking everyone to stand up and exclaim three times in a loud voice, “Long Live, Long Live, 

Long Live Sassoun!”157 

While the year 1895 saw the first annual commemoration of the Hamidian 

massacres, it also brought its corrections to commemorative vocabulary and calendar. The 

new and larger-scale wave of Ottoman violence in the fall of 1895 overshadowed even the 

Sassoun massacres. The front page of the October 15, 1895 issue of Haik bore the headline 

“In Memory of the Souls of those who  Martyred for the Love of Fatherland – 

Constantinople, Trapizon, Van, Sebastia, Moush, and other Armenian populated provinces” 

under a big Christian Cross.158 The editorial lamented that while Armenians were grieving 

for Sassoun, now they “go into deep mourning” for the “thousands of victims in 

Constantinople and provinces.”159 Starting the next year, Armenians of the United States 

began to commemorate the Hamidian massacres on the first Sunday of November. Since 

massacres touched most of Armenia, there was no longer an emphasis merely on Sassoun. 

For example, the memorial worship service, organized in the Armenian Evangelical Church 

of New York on Sunday of November 10, 1901 “memorialized the martyrdom of 100,000 

Armenians.” In this event, people with tears in their eyes brought wreaths of flowers to the 

memorial communion table to consecrate “to the memory of their martyred brethren.” 

After the service, all the flowers were distributed to the attendees, and hundreds of them 

returned home with flowers. According to Gotchnag, an Armenian American Evangelical 

 
157 Haik, August 15, 1895, no. 14(101), 198–200. 
158 Haik, October 15, 1895, no. 18(105), 249. 
159 Ibid., 250. 
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weekly, this memorial worship was the fifth yearly commemoration in the Armenian 

Evangelical Church of New York.160 

In one such yearly commemorative event in Curtis Hall on the first Sunday of 

November 1898, Worcester Armenians came up with an idea to build a church “in memory 

of the Armenian Martyrs.”161  Mushegh Seropian, the Primate of the Armenian Apostolic 

Church in America in 1910–1914, in his two-volume Armenian American Almanac, a 

pioneering study on Armenian American history, foregrounded the very “occasion of the 

worship” behind such a decision.  Curtis Hall, despite its convenient location in the 

downtown area, had its limitations for various religious services and needs. On the other 

hand, according to Seropian, “it was proper that the idea and purpose of the church born on 

Sunday be devoted to the Armenian Martyrdom.” The first Sunday of November was not a 

random choice but approximately corresponded to the time of violence in the Kharberd 

region in 1895. By that time, Kharberdtsis constituted a majority in the Armenian American 

population. 162 

It took almost two years to gather the required funds and overcome the resistance 

from the side of revolutionaries, who believed that that project “would keep Armenians in 

America” and “would bury Armenian money in the church building.”163 Hachadour G. 

Benneyan, the new pastor of Armenian Protestants, successfully led the fundraising efforts 

that brought some $5,000 from the Armenian community of the required $ 12,000. The 

Armenians also received support from Worcester City Missionary Society to cover the 

 
160 See Gotchnag, November 16, 1901, no. 49, 389.  
161 Ibid. See also Mushegh Seropian, Amerikahay Tarets‘uyts‘ě 1913, vol 2. 380. 
162 For more details, see Seropian, ed., Amerikahay Tarets‘uyts‘ě , 376–380. 
163 Ibid. 
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remaining expenses. Both sides agreed that after Armenians would have returned to their 

homeland, they would sell the building to pay this money off.164 The Society also helped to 

find a suitable lot on Pink Street (now Ormond Street) and purchase it. According to the 

application submitted and approved for a permit to build in May 1891, the church was a 

wooden building with modest sizes – forty feet wide, sixty six feet and six inches long, and 

an eighteen foot tower – designed by architects Edwin T. Chapin and G. Edward 

Topanelian.165 After the cornerstone-laying ceremony in July, one of the attendees, Haigag 

H. Khazoyan, the pastor of the Evangelical Armenian Church in New York City, wrote in 

Gotchnag. 

(…) a small modest chapel that will be named as ‘Martyrs’ Church.’ With 

that name, it will bear witness to the death of 100,000 martyrs... who had 

been slaughtered six years ago for their faith in the Savior.  

To perpetuate the faith of the brethren dying in the world of suffering – 

here is the idea, to which Worcester's small community devoted its heart 

and resources.166 

The formal dedication ceremony took place on Sunday, December 1, 1901. The 

church was full of people, including many invitees from other cities. Rev. Kirakos Barakian, 

a well-respected Armenian protestant minister based in Worcester, delivered a dedication 

prayer. He also authored “The Song of Martyrs’ Church” for that day.167 An editorial in 

Gotchnag, besides religious factors, emphasized the new church’s social significance for the 

 
164 Ibid. 
165 Hagop Martin Deranian, Worcester Is America: The Story of the Worcester Armenians, The Early Years 
(Worcester, Mass.: Bennate Publishing, 1998), 127–139. 
166 Gotchnag, July 20, 1901, no. 32, 253. See also, Gotchna, July 13, 1901, no. 31, 254–246.  
167 See Gotchnag, December 7, 1901, no. 52, 413; Seropian, ed., Amerikahay, 381–382. 
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community. The editorial noted that the ceremony brought together “those who had been 

separated in the dark days of the upheaval” from all sides of the United States “to 

consecrate a church for those who were martyred.”168 Almost a year later, the same 

newspaper informed that on November 2, 1902, Armenians gathered in Holy Martyrs’ 

Church to hold their annual memorial mourning ceremony (sgahandes), noticing that the 

occasion was both sad and symbolic since it was the first time when Armenians respected 

the memory of the “martyrs of 1894–1896” in the church devoted to the martyrs' 

themselves.169  

After the Hamidian massacres, the Armenian Americans made the collective 

remembrance of the Ottoman violence an integral part of their communal life. They 

continued to organize mass meetings, annual mourning memorial ceremonies, build 

churches and publish books dedicated to the memory of the massacred compatriots.170 As 

has been already discussed, Armenian Americans defined the Ottoman atrocities as a 

martyrdom for the faith and homeland. Whether the victims were helpless women and 

children or the participants of the armed resistance in Sassoun and Zeitun, they were 

perceived as martyr-heroes.171 Armenian Americans remembered Hamidian horrors not 

 
168 Gotchnag, December 14, 1901, no. 53, 418. 
169 Gotchnag, November 15, 1902, no. 53, 808. 
170 These churches include Armenian Memorial Church of Watertown, MA (1897), Armenian Martyrs Church 
of Havertown, PA (1907), Armenian Martyrs Presbyterian Church of Kingsburg, CA (1916). The following 
publication is a notable example: Hakob Barejanian, Kharberdi Kotoratsēn, 1895 October 30 [[A Page} from the 
Massacre in Kharberd] (Boston: n.p., 1916). 
171 See Simbat Gabrielian’s speech during the eightieth annual memorial mourning ceremony (sgahandes) in 
West Hoboken, NJ on November 1, 1903. Gotchnag, November 14, 1903, no. 153, 1222–1223. 
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only to mourn but to draw inspiration form their brevity and devotions to the Christian 

ideals and to the “nation.”172  

The wartime destruction of Armenians overshadowed the meaning of Hamidian 

massacres that came now to be seen as “small massacres.”173 While the main forms of 

commemoration and memorialization persisted, they reflected some changes from past 

practices. As before 1915, sgahandes and mass meetings were the most popular forms of 

commemoration. However, instead of November First Sunday commemorations, 

Armenians now began to observe sgahandes more often, without any fixed date and with a 

diverse content. For example, the sgahandes organized on January 20, 1916 in the Shawmut 

Congregational Church of Boston by the Alumni Union of Euphrates College was devoted to 

the memory of their four professors, who fell victims to the Ottoman brutalities.174 The 

program of the event included speeches given by James Barton and Father Mushegh 

Seropian, biographical information about the killed professors, and songs performed by the 

former students that “revoked memories about their college.” Since the event brought 

together more than a thousand people representing all social layers of the community, the 

Gotchnag noticed that “there was an impression that the Armenians came together to 

mourn not only the death of four professors, but the loss of all Armenian intellectuals.”175 

 
172 To be sure, in the intermediate years, Armenian American commemorative activities also included several 
mourning memorial ceremonies dedicated to the victims of Armeno -Tatar clashes of 1905 and Adana 
massacres of 1909. See Gotchnag 1905, N37-38, 41, 47, 48, 51, 52. 
173 See Gotchnag, November 14, 1903, no. 153, 1222–1223. 
174 For more information on Euphrates College, see Frank Andrews Stone, "The Heritage of Armenia or 
Euphrates College," in Armenian Tsopk/Kharpert, ed. Richard Hovannisian (Costa Mesa: Mazda Publishers 
Inc., 2002), 209–238; Henry Harrison Riggs, Days of Tragedy in Armenia: personal experiences in Harpoot, 
1915-1917 (Ann Arbor, MI: Gomidas Institute, 1997). 
175 Azk, January 26, 1916, no. 21, 4; Gotchnag, January 29, 1916, no. 5, 118–119. 
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Most of the memorial mourning ceremonies, however, had a more general 

dedication, and “martyrs” and “nation” had remained the principal pillars of remembrance, 

as it was before 1915. St. Targmanchats Apostolic Church of Providence devoted the 

Merelots Day on April 24, 1916, to the “memory of Armenian martyrs fallen victim to the 

national disaster,” and conducted a mass requiem service for them.176 Providence 

Evangelical Church’s sgahandes on May 27, 1917, was “devoted to the Armenian 

martyrs.”177 In Kenosha, WI, the sgahandes on November 19, 1916, was for  the memory of 

“all Armenian heroes, who shed their blood for the perpetuation of their unhappy 

nation.”178 The martyrs, however, were not passive idols, and the sgahandes reflected a 

symbolic communication between them and the attendees. The communication meant an 

expression of the “will” or “message” of the martyrs, as well as the “obligations” of living 

people. In the “worship with prayer and mourning” conducted by Apostolic and Protestant 

Armenians in St. Stephen’s Episcopal Church on September 26, 1915, Rev. Haik Yartumian’s 

sermon reminded the community about its “obligations, given the national disaster.”179  

“The Message of the Armenian Martyrs to the Living Generation” was the title of Professor 

V. Papassinian’s speech delivered in the “worship devoted to the memory of the Armenian 

Martyrs” in the Armenian Evangelical Church of New York on October 29, 1916.”180 

The content of all kinds of “messages” and “obligations” were built around the 

concept of “nation” as a territorialized image of collective identification. A sgahandes 

organized in the Armenian Evangelical Church of Providence, on May 28, 1916 – a two-and-

 
176 Azk, April 21, 1916, no. 94, 3.  Merelots (Remembrance of the dead) refers to the days after each five major 
feasts of the Armenian Apostolic Church, when Requiem (Hogehangist) is conducted. 
177 Gotchnag, May 19, 1917, no. 20, 632. 
178 Gotchnag, November 18, 1916, no. 47, 1235.    
179 Gotchnag, October 16, 1915, no. 42, 919. 
180 Gotchnag, October 29, 1916, no. 44, 1132. 
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half hour event that included songs, piano and violin performances, and several speeches – 

perhaps best demonstrated this trend.181 One of the speeches, delivered by Miss Kizirian, 

an Armenian American woman, made such a powerful emotional impression – perhaps 

because it seemed to translate the feelings of most of the attendees – that Azk published it 

in its next issue. In her talk, Kizirian made the attendees to move in mind to the former 

“prosperous villages and towns,” that were now ruined and abandoned, because the 

unhappy Armenian nation “had been slaughtered.” As a result, “the Euphrates runs blood, 

the fields are covered by the pyramids of the corps, and the mountains are colored 

crimson.” Kizirian believed that “every name and place” in “their country” should be “a 

sanctuary and a place for pilgrimage,” because “every stone, nest, and flower” was 

“consecrated by the blood of a martyr.” In the end of her speech, she turned to the martyrs:  

(…) My dear unfortunate fathers, poor mothers, martyr brothers 

and unlucky sisters, rest your bones. You endured more than those who 

suffered from the bonfire of the medieval inquisition…  The tears are 

frozen in my eyes, and the feeling of grief has dulled because of the defeat 

of the right, the silencing of the truth, the rape of freedom. However, we, 

the last survivors of the Armenian nation, should not forget these crimes. 

Rest in peace, and never be disturbed again. We will never forget your 

honorable and beloved memory, your anguish will be our sorrow, and 

your wounds – our driving force. We will cradle our children with your 

memories and infuse the nation’s oath and spirit into them. We will follow 

 
181 The bema of the church was decorated by a black wreath bearing the picture of “Mother Armenia” 
surrounded with flowers. See Azk, June 2, 1916, no. 129, 3; Gotchnag, May 20, 1916, no. 21, 559. 
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your steps, will keep the cross that you left, and will wait for the aurora of 

liberty.  

We will raise monuments in our hearts devoted to your memory 

and unshaken faith, and when we hear the bells of liberty ring, we will 

rush to the homeland to reconstruct what has been destroyed…182 

Besides “obligations” towards the souls of martyrs, the commemoration reflected 

the concerns over the fate of the survivors.  As it has been shown, Armenian Americans 

recalled the dead to save the survivors, but the concerns over their fate also impacted the 

articulation of memory within the community. An editorial in Gotchnag on October 23, 

1915, entitled “Mourning Day,” debated why and how Armenians should establish a 

commemoration day within the community.  According to the editorial, on such a day, 

merely “gathering in churches, dressed in black” and “weeping ashamed and heartbroken 

with sad thoughts” would be “neither proper nor useful,” and could have debilitating effect 

on mind and body. While not excluding the need of weeping and mourning, the editorial 

claimed that Armenians should “add sense, meaning, and faith to tears and sighs.” As 

supporting evidence to this claim, the editorial first pointed the “experience of civilized 

nations,” who used remembrance days as important tool in “national education.” Then, the 

editorial reminded how Armenian Americans commemorated the Hamidian Massacres, 

when Armenian churches of the United States devoted the first Sunday of November to the 

“memory of Armenian martyrs.” At that time, the people attended churches not only to 

mourn but to seek inspiration from their compatriots, who were martyred “for the idea, 

truth, and faith,” and “to learn the lessons from the bloody events for the ennobling the 

 
182 Azk, June 5, 1916, no. 131, 3. 
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individual and national life.” In a similar way, the editorial, offered to designate a Sunday 

for the memory of those perished in wartime massacres, a day that would serve for 

Armenian Americans to “cultivate divine ideals, educate, and get prepared for their daily 

responsibilities.”  “Deep is our sorrow, but it is time to fulfil our national obligations, rather 

than weaken ourselves only by weeping,” the editorial concluded. 183 

The kondak issued on April 11, 1916, by Arsen Vehuni, the Prelate of the Armenian 

Diocese, addressed the problem of the uneasy relationship between “mourning” and 

“obligations” more explicitly. 184 According to the kondak, “one the most cherished 

obligations” during the “national grief” should be “the feeling of mourning and its 

appropriate expression.” The Armenians of the United Sates were expected to refrain from 

all kinds of public expressions of joy, such as use of drinks or musical instruments in family 

occasions and save every dollar for the survived compatriots. Moreover, instead of 

spending money on wreaths in funerals, the kondak called upon Armenians to use it “in the 

name of the survivors in the homeland.” The kondak argued that instead of being despaired 

from the disaster, Armenian Americans should demonstrate “great strength and courage” 

to save the starving survivors.185 This document, therefore, affirmed one more time, that 

Armenian American leadership believed that they could make a difference in the fate of the 

survivors, and they believed in a favorable solution to the Armenian Question. Many 

commemorative events, especially mass meetings, reflected a similar positive outlook and  

hope for a better future. A mass meeting  organized by the Armenian National Defense 

Union of America in Madison Square Garden, New York City, May 21, 1916, aimed not only 

 
183 Gotchnag, October 23, 1915, no. 43, 935–936. 
184 Kondak –order issued either by the Catholics of the Armenian Church or Prelate. 
185 Azk, April 20, 1916, no. 93, 2–3. 
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to mourn, but also to ponder about “the hope of survival” for those suffering in deserts.186 

The mass meeting organized by the Providence chapter of AGBU on October 8, 1916, 

included a lecture on the events in Van, and a sermon by Rev. Nishan Minassian, devoted to 

the “signs of the national rehabilitation.”187 

The evolving meaning of collective memory of Ottoman brutalities found its 

expression in one of the popular images of that time, knowns as “Mother Armenia” or 

“Spirit of Armenia,” widely used in Armenian diasporic centers both in Europe and 

America. It depicted a woman – the spirit of Armenia – who was sitting and weeping on the 

ruins with Mount Ararat in the background.188 This image appeared in various Armenian 

American publications and public plays both in 1890s and 1910s, linking the concerns, 

feelings, and hopes about the “nation”/homeland and the collective grief from the 

massacres.189 Specifically, two uses of these images in 1890s and 1910s, discussed below, 

not only demonstrate more explicitly how Armenian cultural and ethnoterritorial 

nationalism impacted the meaning of the collective memory of the Ottoman massacres, but 

also unfolds how Armenian Americans constructed and interpreted that meaning over time 

in response to the shifting contexts.  

In 1895, Armenians took part in the Fourth of July parade in Fresno, CA with a 

beautifully crafted float that was the live presentation of this image. In the center of the 

float, Suzi Markarian, a young Armenian woman, who personified Armenia, was 

 
186 Gotchnag, May 20, 1916, no. 21, 564. 
187 Gotchnag, October 21, 1916, no. 43, 1118. 
188 Djanik Aramian, Dasaran haykazn mankan ts‘ [Armenian Education for Children] (Paris: 1860), 94, 96. 
189 See, for example, Filian, Armenia and Her People, 46; Gaidzakian, Illustrated Armenia, 3. In addition, the 
dedications of these books were remarkable. Filian’s volume was “in remembrance of the martyrs of Armenia 
who sacrificed their lives for Christ.” Antranig Azhderian dedicated his work to “to the memory” of his “home 
across the sea.” 
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surrounded by the ruins of the churches and cities. A crown, a scepter, an old Armenian 

parchment of the Gospel, a sword, and other weapons had been scattered on the ruins. The 

float was surrounded by four pillars carrying arched boards with the inscriptions of 

“Armenia” and “Armenia in Ruins” on the front and back sides respectively. An Armenian 

coat of arms rising on the front arched board was surrounded by flapping American 

flags.190 An article in San Francisco Examiner on the next day with the subtitle “Armenians 

Draw Attention to the Oppression of their Brothers” noted that of twenty-two floats 

participating in the parade “the finest float was that of the Armenian colony.”191 Another 

article published in Haik went further to proclaim, “The American Goddess of Liberty was 

overshadowed by ‘Mother Armenia’.”192 

“Thoughts about society are almost always invested in personal images,” American 

sociologist Burry Schwarz warns.193 “Mother Armenia” had not been etched during the 

Hamidian massacres, but traces its origin back to the 1860s, the heydays of Armenian 

cultural renaissance, when the concept of Armenia, although having thousands of years of 

history, was in the process of transformation in the works of Armenian intellectuals. 194 

This concept did not necessarily mean independence, but evoked some ethnoterritorial 

unit – although not with clearly defined borders – in the eastern provinces of the Ottoman 

Empire. The internationalization of the Armenian Question in 1878 seemed to many 

 
190  Haik, August 1, 1895, no. 13(100), 183–184. 
191 San Francisco Examiner, July 5, 1895, no. 5, 2.  
192 Haik, August 1, 1895, no. 13(100), 183–184. 
193 Barry Schwartz, “Iconography and Collective Memory: Lincoln’s Image in the American Mind,” Sociological 
Quarterly 32, no. 3 (Autumn, 1991): 301. 
194 For more information, see Ronald Grigor Suny, “They Can Live in the Desert but Nowhere Else: A History of 
the Armenian Genocide (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2015), 73; Razmik Panossian, The 
Armenians: From Kings and Priests to Merchants and Commissars (New York: Columbia University Press, 
2006), 2. 
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Armenians a step toward the materialization of their dreams. Article 61 of the Berlin Treaty 

– the passport of the Armenian Question – both manifested miserable conditions and 

national aspirations of the Armenians. In turn, the Hamidian horrors emerged not in a 

vacuum, rather they were a phase in the long history of the Armenian Question. Similarly, 

the remembrance of Hamidian massacres could not be alienated from a larger picture of 

the Armenian imagination of the Armenian Question. “Mother Armenia,” an important 

symbol in Armenian cultural nationalism, reminded diaspora Armenians about the 

condition in their homeland.195 Therefore, the popular use of this image in the context of 

the Hamidian massacres indicated that the Armenian American remembrance of their 

sufferings, from its very beginning, was not only about “martyrs,” but also about notions of 

home and homeland. Finally, the use of this image in the 1895 Fourth of July parade, should 

be considered in the context of Armenian American activism in raising awareness on 

Armenian affairs.  

Another example is taken from the time of World War I, when despite all horrors 

and devastations, the Armenian Question was closer to a desirable solution for Armenians. 

This time “Mother Armenia” was a performance organized by the Chicago Armenian 

Women’s Union in a mass meeting the Bush Temple of Music on April 17, 1915. As always, 

“Mother Armenia” appeared as a widow – the personification of Armenia – weeping on the 

ruins of old cities. However, the play introduced new characters with a changed narrative. 

Unlike the past, “Mother Armenia” was no longer alone with the ruins. Pandukht Hayordi 

 
195 M. Hakobyan, “Mayr Hayastani gaghaparě hay azatasirakan mtk‘i olortnerum,” [The Idea of Mother 
Armenia in the Realms of Armenian Freedom-Loving Thought], Ejmiatsin, April 1985, 73. See also, Vartan 
Matiossian, The Politics of Naming Armenian Genocide: Language, History, and “Medz Yeghern” (London: I. B. 
Tauris, 2021), 15–16. 
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(Emigrant Armenian Son), which represented Armenian American youth, and Huso 

Hreshtak (the Angel of Hope) try to heal and assuage Mother Armenia’s sufferings.196 Huso 

Hreshtak caresses Mother Armenia, and joined by two young men, who symbolized the 

struggle of Armenians for the “nation,” seeks to inspire optimism, but the mother was 

inconsolable in her grief because of the lament of Armenian women and orphans. Contrary 

to “Mother Armenia’s” gloominess, the actor playing the role of Hayots Hayrik (Khrimian 

Hayrik) – the Armenian religious leader and the head of the Armenian Delegation to Berlin 

Conference in 1878 – approaches thoughtfully and deliberately the ruins of Armenia and 

blesses the foregoing efforts for the “liberation of Armenia.” Next, after wandering all over 

the world, the Gtutean Vogi (Spirit of Compassion) stops in front of Mother Armenia and 

hands a bouquet of flowers – an expression of feelings of emigrant Armenian youths to 

Mother Armenia – and calls to confide “the impulse of mercy” and find her peace in it. 

Eventually, the Spirit of Unity (Miutean Vogi) came to put an end to the sufferings of 

“Mother Armenia” by a “magic touch,” throwing away all her “rags of suffering” and 

crowning her as the Queen of Armenia. Following this, the Herald of the Dawn (Avetaber 

Arshaluis) announced the “liberation of Armenia.” The performance ended when the Spirit 

of Unity raised the fallen flag of Armenia on the ruins of Ani, the medieval capital of 

Armenia.197  

 
 
 
 

 
196 Armenian word “pandukht” means emigrant, pilgrim. The terms referred to Armenian youth, who left 
home and family in Ottoman Armenia because of the deteriorating economic and political reasons and went 
to work in Constantinople. The terms were widely used for diaspora Armenians as well, including Armenian 
Americans. Pandukht Hayordi literally means “Emigrant Armenian son” and refers to Armenian American 
youth.  
197 Gotchnag, June 5, 1915, no. 23, 443–444. 
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Conclusion 

While recognizing the contribution of various Christian groups, liberal intellectuals, 

women’s organization, and diplomats in the American response to Armenian massacres, 

this chapter foregrounded and elucidated the agency of Armenian Americans. They were 

important actors not only through their individual and collective efforts, but they also 

largely contributed to the initiatives of the aforementioned groups, shaping the larger 

American response significantly. The Armenian American response evolved over time from 

the individual and non-centralized initiatives of the 1890s to the more coherent and 

targeted campaign during World War I and immediately afterward.  Their response always 

reflected the contesting and evolving perspectives present within the community. Different 

actors, such as community organizations – especially political parties and the Armenian 

Church, as well as prominent intellectuals like Gabrielian and his newspaper Haik, who 

extended an influence on the Armenian American public sphere, brought their 

perspectives, goals, as well as ways to respond to the catastrophe. Therefore, the Armenian 

American response was a complex process, and took multiple forms. 

The investigation of why and how the Armenians responded to the catastrophe, 

offers insights into the emerging commemorative culture. Both in the 1890s and 1910s, the 

Armenian American response aimed to stop the massacres and save the survivors by 

championing the Armenian Question. While they pursued these two aims in multiple ways, 

the recollection of collective death was the main feature all forms had in common. Whether 

they organized protest marches, mass meetings, published pamphlets and books, directed 

petitions to the US Congress, they always recollected the story of their murdered brothers 

and sisters to influence American public opinion and authorities, hoping that the United 
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States would help to achieve a desirable solution to the Armenian Question, one that would 

guarantee the save existence of the Armenians in their homeland. In a similar way, 

regardless Armenian Americans initiated fundraising or resistance against the Ottoman 

perpetrators, they always recalled those who were already killed to save those who were 

either on the eve of destruction in Ottoman Armenia and the Syrian desert or miraculously 

escaped and scattered all over the World.   

The Armenian American response had one more important manifestation – the 

evolving memorialization of the catastrophe. Shortly after the Sassoun massacre in 1894, 

without having any ready “template,” Armenians of the United States began to raise 

memorials – to put this word in a broader sense – to perpetuate the memory of the victims.  

More specifically, they published books, organized memorial requiem masses, as well 

memorial mourning ceremonies (sgahandes) – both with one time and annual 

commemoration, and erected a church devoted to their murdered brothers and sisters. By 

discussing these early commemorative activities – largely missed in the works on 

Armenian Genocide memory – this chapter shows that Armenians began to commemorate 

and memorialize their losses much earlier than conventional scholarship has suggested. 

The meaning of memory, evolved from the 1890s to 1920s, however, was much 

more complex. While it had essential and intrinsic elements, it was also largely shaped in a 

larger social, political, and cultural climate in which Armenians lived. Whereas the first and 

apparent purpose of remembrance was to honor the dead, it never meant a mere 

mourning. In their texts, church rituals, sgahandes, and mass meetings, Armenians 

interpreted their collective suffering to affirm the righteousness of their experience and 

national aspirations.  It is no wonder that they often recalled the story of Battle of Avarayr 
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and defined their current experience as a martyrdom. In their interpretation, Armenians 

were not just passive victims, but they struggled and died as heroes for their faith and 

national existence, as Vardan Mamikonian did in the fifth century. In both cases, the 

martyrs died so that the nation can live.  The remembrance of the Hamidian massacres, 

therefore, aimed to inspire Armenian Americans by the martyrs-heroes’ brevity and 

devotion to the Christian and national ideals. The religious umbrella was not accidental 

either. Armenian literary tradition was shaped in the works of monks of the Armenian 

Church who traditionally interpreted many defeats and losses as martyrdom for the faith 

and the nation. But the emerging Armenian American memorial culture embraced this kind 

of interpretation of collective sufferings not only because of intrinsic historical origin, but 

the accent on martyrdom and religious factors also enabled them to present their suffering 

to the American public and authorities in a more understandable language. They believed 

that the common Christian values would trigger more sympathy and support from the 

Americans. 

The forms of commemoration and memorialization that emerged in the 1890s saw 

both continuity and changes in the following years. In a similar way, Armenian Americans 

responded to the local cases of violence in Armenia in the intermediate years, including 

Armento-Tatar clashes in 1905, and the Adana massacres in 1909.  However, the World 

War I massacre, as a new and larger scale destruction of Armenians, not only 

overshadowed the Hamidian horrors but brought about changes in the meaning of 

memory. Armenian Americans did not summarize the meaning of the catastrophe as 

quickly as they did in the 1890s, because the developments around the Armenian Question 

were more prolonged and complex between 1915 and 1923. As before 1915, Armenians 
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continued to look at their experience as a martyrdom, but memorialization went beyond 

the celebration of martyr-heroes. The uncertainty over the fate of the nation/homeland, 

brought some uncertainty on how to remember the catastrophe, as well. In memorial 

ceremonies of that time, the martyrs were no longer passive idols, who died for others to 

live. Now, they began to “express” their wills, and put obligations on the shoulder of those 

who lived.  These obligations required the Armenian Americans not only to remember and 

celebrate the martyrs, but work for, and wait for liberty in their homeland concentrated by 

martyrs’ blood. Moreover, since the Armenian Question had never been so close to a 

desirable solution as it was in the aftermath of World War I, commemoration began to 

express more optimism and hopes for a better future.  

In sum, Armenian American remembrance emerged from the sorrow and grief 

caused by the Ottoman violence against the Armenians from the 1890s to 1920s. Yet, the 

collective meaning of these sufferings was negotiated within the community and largely 

shaped not only by survivors, but also community organizations, including Armenian 

Apostolic and Protestant churches and political parties, as well as various influential 

intellectuals.  By the time of the 1915 massacres and in the immediate aftermath, Armenian 

Americans had already transformed the individual sorrow and grief into a collective 

mourning of dead and celebration of martyr-heroes and linked it with the territorialized 

vision of the nation. The remembrance reflected grief of the losses – both individual and 

collective – at the same time, expressed the hopes for the national rehabilitation in historic 

homeland. Finally, the strong emphasis on fundraising for survivors during the 

commemorative events, elucidates the practical steps by and agency of Armenian 

Americans in that possible national rehabilitation.  



   

160 

 

Chapter 3: Remembering Medz Yeghern in the Interwar Years:  
Armenian Political Parties and the Armenian Church 

Introduction 

In the interwar years, the Armenian community of the United States did not forget 

Medz Yeghern. However, the political developments around the Armenian Question largely 

transformed the ways they remembered the catastrophe. Despite their tremendous efforts 

during and in the immediate aftermath of World War I to save survivors and achieve a 

more or less satisfactory solution to the Armenian Question, the real solution left Armenian 

organizations disappointed. The unfavorable political developments around the Armenian 

Question in 1920–1923, as well as the challenges created by the new geopolitical situation 

in the Middle East in the interwar years, led Armenian American organizations to 

reevaluate and reformulate their approaches to the past. This changing context impacted 

significantly how and why these organizations remembered the tragic past, and how this 

past applied to them in the present.  

This chapter explores how Armenian political parties and the Armenian Church 

remembered Medz Yeghern in the interwar years. For a better understanding of their 

contribution to Armenian American remembrance, the chapter opens with a discussion of 

the developments around the Armenian Question between 1920 and 1923, including the 

transformation of the US policy towards it. The second section examines how and why 

Armenian political parties recalled Medz Yeghern. It puts their remembrance in a larger 

context of their organizational purposes, ideologies, and their political positioning in the 

interwar years. The third part of the chapter examines the factor of the Church in the 

development of Armenian memorialization, and the designation of the Remembrance Day 

for Medz Yeghern. It explores how and why the church appeared at the center of collision 
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for the contested memories of the catastrophe and the struggle for the definition of its 

collective meaning. This chapter argues that the collective trauma of the Armenian 

massacres went beyond the perspectives of the individual survivors and was largely 

shaped by the ideological, political, social, and cultural trends in which these institutions 

emerged and continued to operate. Unlike Soviet Armenia and Turkey, where the public 

commemoration of the Armenian Genocide was forbidden, Armenian American 

organizations, overall, did not have such constraints, and, as this chapter reveals, the 

memory of Medz Yeghern was central in their communal institution building. Both 

Armenian political parties and the Church employed memory to achieve a strong 

communal cohesion in the United States. 

This chapter fills the gap in the historiography of both Armenian Genocide memory 

and Armenian American history. Exploring the presence and public performance of 

collective memories of Medz Yeghern in the activities of Armenian political parties and 

Armenian Church, this chapter insists that Armenian massacres were not forgotten within 

the community in the interwar years. It reveals the diversity of memorial practices and the 

realm of contested memories. By exploring the commemorative activities of Armenian 

Americans, this chapter examines the reciprocal relationship between the past and the 

present. In other words, not only does it reveal how the current concerns shaped Armenian 

American remembrance but it also shows how the past influenced the activities of 

Armenian Americans. This chapter’s analysis is based on the extensive use of primary 

sources that enables to tell a different story on Armenian American remembrance.  
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Armenian Question and the United States in the Interwar Years  
 

Two major political events, both occurring outside the United States, largely 

impacted Armenian American history in the interwar years. These two events – the fall of 

the Armenian republic and its Sovietization in 1920, as well as the Treaty of Lausanne of 

1923 – also influenced how Armenians remembered their tragic past. In the new 

geopolitical situation conditioned by these events, the Turkish nationalists headed by 

Mustafa Kemal found a common language with both the Russian Bolsheviks and Western 

Powers. Their victory in the Greco-Turkish War of 1919–1922 and the “disappearance” of 

more than two million Armenians from the empire, enabled the Kemalist nationalists to 

stand against the Allied Powers more firmly. Similarly, Armenian Americans faced the 

gradual fading of the Armenian Question from the American public sphere. Although the 

United States supported the Armenian cause at Lausanne under the pressure of American 

public opinion, the emerging political and economic interests eventually led the United 

States to acknowledge Turkey as a major player in the Middle East. While many Armenian 

Americans reconsidered their expectations from the United States after the Lausanne 

Treaty, seeing no real political possibility for a change, many others believed in change, 

thinking about historical justice and their lost homeland. The perspectives on the past were 

so diverse and conflicting within the community that this period marked a major struggle 

and confrontation eventually leading to a schism within the community. While the topic of 

Armenian massacres was central in the intracommunal conflict, the struggle between 

different groups, in turn, largely shaped the group remembrance of the genocide. 

It is difficult to give an unequivocal assessment of the Sovietization of Armenia. As 

already mentioned in the previous chapter, it happened under the condition of war, when 
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the Turkish nationalists had attacked the Armenian republic and posed a real threat of 

annihilation to its Armenian population. In some sense, Sovietization saved the eastern 

part of Armenia from complete destruction.1 Moreover, despite the imposed totalitarian 

regime, the ruined, backward, and largely agrarian country transformed into an industrial 

society in the following decades. Yet, Sovietization did not come without negative 

consequences. The first and foremost among them was the violation of the territorial and 

historical rights of the Armenian people. The Treaty of Moscow signed in March 1921 

between Bolshevik Russia and Kemalist nationalists marked the final correction of 

Turkey’s northeastern frontier and established brotherhood and friendship between two 

nations. Article 1 of this treaty left Kars and Igdir, the territories of the former Armenian 

republic, to the Turkish nationalists. Moreover, according to Article 3, Nakhijevan, another 

region of the Armenian republic, formed an autonomous territory under the auspice of 

Soviet Azerbaijan. In October 1921, the Turkish side also signed a separate treaty in Kars 

with the South Caucasian Soviet republics: Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Georgia, as a 

reaffirmation of the Moscow Treaty, which eventually established a final common border 

with these three republics. In 1922, these three Soviet republics became parts of the newly 

created Soviet Union.2 For the Armenian nation, these treaties had twofold negative 

meaning. First, this treaty marked the recognition of the status quo after the Armenian 

Genocide violating historical rights of Armenian people in Western Armenia. Second, the 

 
1 For more information about this period, see Richard G. Hovannisian, The Republic of Armenia — Between 
Crescent and Sickle: Partition and Sovietization (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996); Vahakn N 
Dadrian, The History of the Armenian Genocide: Ethnic Conflict from the Balkans to Anatolia to the Caucasus 
(Providence and Oxford: Berghahn Books, 2003), 356–374. 
2 These three republics did not have independent foreign policies. Lenin unified the Sovietized Armenia, 
Azerbaijan, and Georgia into Federative Union of Socialist Soviet Republics of Transcaucasia in March 1922; 
which in turn became one of constituent republics of the Soviet Union during its foundation along with Soviet 
Russia, Ukraine, Belarus. They signed the Treaty of the Creation of the Soviet Union on December 30, 1922.  
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territory of the former Republic of Armenia was partitioned. Therefore, Armenians lost not 

only Western Armenia but also some parts of Eastern Armenia. 

The Lausanne Conference of 1922–1923 and the subsequent treaty between the 

Allied Powers and the Kemalist regime of Turkey was another major event that shaped the 

fate of the Armenian people. After securing recognition of its eastern borders with the 

Soviet Union, the Kemalists entered negotiations with the Allied Powers in the Lausanne 

Conference. The resulting treaty should come to substitute the post-World War I Treaty of 

Sèvres given the changing geopolitical situation in the Middle East. The Turkish nationalists 

had already finalized the destruction of the remaining Armenians and Greeks in the 

massacre of Smyrna, known as Burning of Smyrna in September 1922.3 Unlike in the 

immediate aftermath of World War I, Turkey now was a winner in the Greco-Turkish war 

and had more chances to push forward its own agenda. At the same time, the Allied Powers 

tended to find a common language with the Turkish side, and the Armenian Question was 

not a priority for them, given the importance of the issues of straits and Mosul. The United 

States participated with a group of observers headed by Richard Washburn Child, the US 

ambassador to Italy; Joseph Grew, the US ambassador to Switzerland; and Mark Bristol, the 

US main representative in Turkey (1919–1927).4 On December 12, 1922, during the 

meeting of the Territorial and Military Commission of the Lausanne Conference, British 

 
3 For more details about the events in Smyrna, see Gevorg Vardanyan, "The Greek Genocide in the Ottoman 
Empire: Parallels with the Armenian Genocide." in Genocide in the Ottoman Empire: Armenians, Assyrians, and 
Greeks, 1913-1923, ed. George Shirinian (New York: Berghahn Books, 2017), 281; Gevorg Vardanyan, Huyn 
Bnakch‘ut‘yunn Osmanyan Kaysrut‘yunum ev P‘ok‘rasiakan aghetě, 1914–1923 [Greek Population in the 
Ottoman Empire and the Asia Minor Disaster] (Yerevan: Armenian Genocide Museum Institute Publ., 2012), 
123–130.  
4 The team of observers also included Coply Amory, F. Lammot Belin, Harry G. Dwight, Lewis G. Heck, and 
Julian Gillespie. For more information, see Joseph C. Grew, Turbulent Era: A Diplomatic Record of Forty Years, 
ed. Walter Johnson, vol. 1 (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1952), 484–485. 
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representative Lord Curzon reminded the Turkish delegation that the Armenian population 

of the Ottoman Empire had “pretty well disappeared” and raised the question of the 

creation of the “Armenian national home.”5 Richard W. Child, the US representative, 

supported Curzon’s approach and emphasized the humanitarian aspect of the problem.6 

However, Ismet Pasha, the head of the Turkish delegation, rejected the possibility of such a 

project, and constructed his speech on the traditional claims of Turkish denial of the 

Armenian Genocide. Specifically, he accused Armenians of their misfortune, as well as 

pinpointed the negative role of the Great Powers.7 

Ismet continued to confront the Armenian topic in the session of the Subcommittee 

on Minorities on December 14, trying to minimize the size of the pre-war Armenian 

population of the Ottoman Empire. Gradually, the question of the Armenian national home 

was minimized to the guaranty of the “rights of the non-Moslem minorities.”8 In response 

to the US Secretary of State Charles E. Hughes’s inquiry about the condition of the issue of 

“territorial home for Armenians,” the American delegation at Lausanne informed on 

December 28 that Allied Powers were using the Armenian topic for “trading purposes.”9 

Eventually, the American delegation submitted a statement to support the idea of 

Armenian national home on December 30, according to which “the proposal for the 

establishment of an autonomous area to provide refuge for Armenians is one which has 

engaged the deep and sympathetic interest of large bodies of citizens in the United 

 
5 Lausanne Conference on Near East Affairs 1922 – 1923: Records of Proceedings and Draft Terms of Peace 
(London: His Majesty's Stationery Office, 1923), 178. 
6  Ibid., 185–187. 
7 Ibid., 190–204.  
8 Ibid., 216–227.  
9 Papers Relating to the Foreign Relations of the United States: 1923, volume II. (Washington, DC: Government 
Printing Office, 1938), 939, 934.  
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States.”10  The American delegation also issued a statement for the press, in which it stated 

that although the United States was neither negotiator nor signatory in this conference, 

nevertheless it “has stated to the conference its full approval of the demands of Lord 

Curzon and other Allied statesmen for any practicable plan for a national Armenian home 

and for an acceptance of such a plan.”11 The American delegation also submitted letters 

presenting the perspectives of the Federal Council of the Protestant Churches of America 

(by James Barton and W. W. Peet) and America–Armenia Society (by George R. 

Montgomery) on the establishment of a national Armenian home in Cilicia.12  Yet, not only 

the powerful reaction of the Turkish delegation against such an idea but also the 

controversial approach of the Allied Powers left no room for the American delegation to 

insist on it. In a telegram sent to the State Department on January 1, 1923, the American 

delegation noted that although they submitted the statements to the conference, they “did 

not offer any proposal from the American delegation” for the Armenian national home.13  In 

the same telegram, the American observers noted that they had “no intention to take any 

initiative” or “to make any commitments prior to the presentation of a definite program 

supported by the Allies.” Moreover, as they noted, it was “entirely unlikely that there will 

be any sincere support from them,” and the Turks fully understood this fact.14 The proposal 

for the Armenian national home finally was defeated in the January 6, 1923 session of the 

Subcommittee on Minorities, when in response to the discussion of this idea, the Turkish 

 
10 Papers Relating to the Foreign Relations of the United States, 940–941. 
11 Ibid.  
12 Ibid., 943–946. 
13 Ibid., 941–942. 
14 Ibid. 
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delegate Riza Nur interrupted the meeting refusing to hear any statement in favor of the 

Armenian national home, and demonstratively left the meeting.15  

Although the representatives of the Allied Powers talked about the Armenian 

massacres and the possibility of an Armenian national home in Turkey during the 

conference, above all they aimed to please public opinion, as well as to use the topic to push 

their own interests in the negotiations with Turkey. Specifically, the British side was more 

interested in taking Mosul from the Turks, ensuring the freedom of the Straits, and 

preventing Soviet influence on Turkey. The American delegation operated under the 

pressure of a pro-Armenian American public opinion, at the same time facing new realities 

in the Middle East, where the growing American economic and political interests required 

good relations with the Turks. Moreover, the American delegation included pro-Turkish 

members, who were prone to cooperate with the Turkish nationalists. Admiral Mark 

Bristol was among these, who sought to fight against pro-Armenian sentiments since the 

rule of Woodrow Wilson and had influenced American foreign policy in the Middle East in 

the 1920s.16  

The Allied Powers and the Turkish representatives signed the Treaty of Lausanne 

on July 24, 1923. Despite all discussions, the treaty virtually overlooked the murder of 

about 1.5 million and dispersal of several hundreds of thousands of Armenians. In the final 

text of the treaty, there was not even a mention of the word “Armenian.” Finally, the treaty 

deprived Armenian people of any real political tool to restore historical justice. This was a 

final verdict for Armenians given by the Turkish nationalists and the Allied Powers. Shortly 

 
15 Grew, Turbulent Era, 530–531. 
16 Mark Malkasian, "The disintegration of the Armenian Cause in the United States, 1918–1927," International 
Journal of Middle East Studies 16, no. 3 (1984), 358. 
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after the Lausanne Treaty was concluded, the United States signed a Turco-American pact 

on August 6. This treaty sought to normalize the US-Turkish political and economic 

relations.17 The treaty, however, became a major political issue in the United States, where 

it met a powerful opposition from the religious sector, pro-Armenian groups, and the 

Armenian community. In January 1927, the US Senate rejected this treaty.18 Despite the 

defeat of this treaty, the United States appointed Joseph C. Grew as US ambassador to 

Turkey.   

 
The Remembrance of Medz Yeghern and Armenian Political Parties 

Following the partition and Sovietization of the Armenian Republic and the 

Lausanne Conference, the Armenian political parties – the Dashnaks (ARF), the Hunchaks, 

and the Ramkavars, held their world congresses to examine, reevaluate, or define their 

objectives and tactics. The decisions made in these congresses defined their activities in the 

following decades in various parts of the World, including the United States. 

Among Armenian political parties, the Armenian Revolutionary Federation adopted 

the most radical position regarding both Soviet rule in Armenia and the Treaty of Lausanne 

in its Tenth General Congress held in Paris in November 1924. As Simon Vratsian, one of 

the party leaders, summarized the decisions of this congress, Armenia was “again deprived 

of her independence…” and was “under the Turkish and Russian yoke.” In Soviet Armenia, 

he believed, the people were suffering under the rule of an “imposed and alien autocracy.”19  

The congress defined the political ideals of the AFR as follows:  

 
17 Leland J. Gordon, “Turkish-American Treaty Relations,” The American Political Science Review 22, no. 3 
(1928), 719–721. 
18 Ibid., 721. 
19 Droschak, July 1925, no. 1(243), 3. 
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The Armenian Revolutionary Federation continues to stand for an  

“Independent and United Armenia․” With the creation of Independent 

Armenia, two parts of our homeland – Russian Armenia and Turkish 

Armenia – will unify and become complete with such borders that are 

necessary to make our country a viable unit, and therefore ensure the 

physical existence, economic and cultural prosperity of the Armenian 

nation. 20 

Vratsian and other officials of the former Republic of Armenia played a major role in 

shaping the anti-Soviet orientation of their party. 21 Yet, this orientation did not come 

without intra-party struggle that preceded and followed the general congress. In this 

regard, the debate between the first and the last prime ministers of the former republic, 

Hovhannes Kachaznuni and Simon Vratsian offers further insight into the party’s evolving 

position. Well before the congress, Kachaznuni wrote a pamphlet entitled Dashnaktsutiwn 

Has Nothing More to Do, in which he criticized the mistakes of the party, and argued that 

the ARF should cease to exist after the Sovietization of Armenia. Moreover, he argued that 

“there was no longer Turkish Armenia “as a state, home, or question of international 

diplomacy. “The problem was closed, killed, and buried in Lausanne,” he concluded. So, 

instead, Armenians should concentrate on what they had at that time – “a small republic 

between Araxes and Sevan, a province in Russian autocracy, independent in name but not 

 
20 Ibid., 6–7․ 
21 They were elected to the new Bureau, the executive body of the party in 1924. For more information, see 
Leon Tchormissian, Hamapatker Arevmtahayots‘ Mek Daru Patmut‘ean [An Overview of a Century of Western 
Armenian History]. vol. 4. (Beirut: G. Doniguian andsons, 1975), 97–104.  
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in fact.”22 In his response, turned into a book, Vratsian sought to reject all claims made by 

Kachaznuni, and show that the Armenians needed the ARF. Specifically, he argued that the 

Soviet rule was “foreign” for Armenia, and, as most autocratic regimes, it could not last 

long. The Armenian nation, he believed, needed a well-organized political party. Since the 

ARF could not operate in the totalitarian Soviet Union, it should oppose the Soviet rule 

from Armenian diasporic communities. Moreover, the ARF should be the main organizing 

force of the Armenian diaspora, because, he believed, the Hunchakians and Ramkavars 

cannot fulfill that role.23 Therefore, Vratsian and the party, not only retained the idea of an 

“Independent and United Armenia,” but also, as he argued, they should “strengthen their 

diasporic policy.” 24 In the following decades, the AFR concentrated on diasporic 

communities and rejected the Soviet regime in Armenia, contrasting it to the imagined 

“Independent and United Armenia.” 

In contrast to the ARF, the Hunchakian party had a positive attitude towards Soviet 

Armenia. As the Eighth World Congress of the party, convened in Athens in October 1924, 

decided, Soviet Armenia was the “realization of the party’s goal” pursued since its 

establishment. The Hunchakians decided to support “Mother Armenia,” as they defined 

Soviet Armenia, as well as to strengthen her connection with the Armenian diasporic 

communities.25 Another important decision was related to the party’s relationship with 

Communist International. Since Hunchakian was a socialist party with strong pro-Soviet 

 
22 He meant Soviet Armenia. See Hovhannes Kachaznuni, H.H. Dashnaktsutiwně anelik‘ch‘uni aylevs. [The 
Armenian Revolutionary Federation Has Nothing More to Do.] (Alexandria, Arev press, 1923), 66. 
23 Simon Vratsian, Kharkhap‘umner.  H.  Kachaznunu  “H.H.  Dashnaktsut‘iwně  anelik‘  ch‘uni aylevs” grk‘i aṙt‘iv. 
[Gropings. In Response to Kachaznuni’s “Dashnaktsutiwn Has Nothing More to Do”] (Boston: Hairenik press, 
1924), 168–185. 
24 Ibid., 185. 
25 Ibid.  
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orientations, the Communist International sought to dissolve the party and merge it with 

the local communist parties. However, although the party congress decided to continue the 

cooperation with Comintern, it refused to be dissolved. The congress decided to preserve 

the structure and existence of the party, since “given a tragic and persecuted condition of a 

large section of Armenian people,” Hunchakians should work in diasporic communities as 

an organizational force. Moreover, the Hunchakians should prevent activities of the 

“nationalist parties” directed against Soviet Armenia.26 Nevertheless, some Hunchakians 

either yielded to the pressure from or were influenced by the Bolshevik propaganda and 

left the party.27 

The Hunchakian press ran a series of editorials and articles devoted to this issue in 

the 1920s and 1930s. One such article, entitled “We are Hunchakians and will remain 

Hunchakians,” appeared in one of 1933 issues of Eritassard Hayastan, the party’s organ in 

the United States, and offered some elaboration on their stand:  

We have our ideals and aspirations, we have the cause of Turkish 

Armenia in our program, and there is no earthly or heavenly power that … 

can remove it from our program. In short, we are Hunchakians and will 

remain Hunchakians, because it [the Hunchakian party – GV] is the 

offspring of the Armenians’ centuries-old sufferings. Because it [the 

Hunchakian party – GV] is the sacred arm of the deprivations, massacres, 

and anger of the Armenians against the hellish tyranny of the Sultan’s and 

Kemalists regimes [of Turkey – GV]. Because it is the one who determines 

 
26 Arsen Kitur, Patmut‘iwn S. D. Hnchakean kusakts‘ut‘ean, 1887–1962, vol. 1 [History of the Social-Democratic 
Hnchakyan Party] (1962–63), 516.  
27 Kitur, Patmut‘iwn, 519. 
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the social, political, and economic life of Armenians. Because it is the 

interpreter of socialism and communism among Armenians. Because it is a 

symbol of struggle and victory…28 

The Hunchakians more clearly defined the rationale of the existence of the party in 

the decisions of the Ninth World Congress convened in Marseille, France, in August 1934. 

They decided to continue to support Soviet Armenia and retain a good relationship with 

the Comintern, as well as refuse to cooperate with any forces with anti-Soviet Armenia 

orientation.29 However, they believed that the cause of the Ottoman Armenians had not yet 

been resolved, and the Ottoman Armenians were deprived from their homes and homeland 

and were subject to the “threat of assimilation and disappearance.” Therefore, they 

believed, the party should preserve its independence and freedom to be able to pursue 

Armenian national rights in Turkey and elsewhere.30 They decided to firmly stand for their 

two major ideological aims: 

 The Social Democratic Hunchakian Party, retaining its main 

program and defining its activity on the principles of Marxism, keeps the 

Turkish Armenian cause as one of its main goals, respecting the legacy of 

numerous martyrs died on that path… The emancipation of the workers 

consisting of 90 percent of the Turkish Armenians has not yet been 

completed. The problem of emancipation of the diaspora Armenians 

would find its final solution in the victory of the world proletariat. That is 

why the party, taking another step forward, expresses its close sympathy 

 
28 Eritassard Hayastan, January 11, 1933, no. 16, 2. 
29 Kitur, Patmut‘iwn, 522. 
30 Ibid., 519․ 
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and promises its cooperation directed to the victory of the world 

proletariat. 31 

Although after the 1908 split of the Hunchakians, more nationalistically inclined 

members left the party and formed Reformed Hunchakians, nevertheless, the Hunchakians 

had not abandoned the cause of Western Armenia. In their decisions, they sought to 

reconcile their pro-Soviet orientation with one of the ideological pillars of their party. 

The Ramkavar party convened its Second Congress in Paris in 1924.32 This liberal 

party reevaluated its political line and accepted Soviet Armenia with its totalitarian rule as 

a fact. Despite the major ideological difference between totalitarian communist ideology of 

the Soviet Union and democratic and liberal Rankavars, this party adopted a constructive 

attitude toward Soviet Armenia. Specifically, the support to Soviet Armenia became one of 

the goals of the party. While they accepted Soviet Armenia as legitimate, they also refused 

to recognize the ARF’s Delegation of the Republic of Armenia. Moreover, given the ARF’s 

anti-Soviet Armenia orientation, the Ramkavar’s stand against the Dashnaks intensified 

over time. Other goals included the preservation of Armenian culture and identity in 

diasporic communities, as well as rapprochement between Soviet Armenia and diaspora. 

Despite all the historical injustice of the Lausanne Treaty, the Ramkavar party believed that 

Armenian people should consider their “modest condition” and adopt a “proper 

direction.”33 They clarified their attitude on the Western Armenian cause more clearly after 

 
31 Ibid., 521–522. 
32 As already mentioned, this party was established as Armenian Constitutional Liberal Party (Hay 
Sahmanadrakan Ramkavar) in 1908. In 1921, after being joined by the Reformed Hunchakians, this party 
became Democratic Liberal Party, Ramkavar-Azatakan Kusaktsut‘yun) . 
33 Karlen Dallak‘yan, Ramkavar azatakan kusakts‘ut‘yan  patmut‘yun [History of Liberal Democratic Party], 
vol. 1. 1921-1940 (Yerevan: Gitut‘yun Press, 1999), 81–94. 
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their Third General Congress of the party held in Paris in 1929, adding a new article in their 

political aims – “the pursuit of Armenian rights and interests in Turkey.” 34 

In sum, two of the Armenian traditional parties adopted a pro-Soviet Armenia 

position. Regardless of their ideological similarities or fundamental differences with the 

Communist Party, socialist Hunchakians and liberal Ramkavars were inclined to 

acknowledge and recognize the new realities and move forward. While they both retained 

the cause of Western Armenia in their program, they did not advocate it as openly as they 

did in the past. Unlike these two, the Dashnak party, after adopting a strong anti-Soviet 

orientation, not only retained the cause of Western Armenia, but also openly advocated it 

during the next decades. While rejecting the Soviet rule, they believed that Soviet Armenia 

should later become a part of an “Independent and United Armenia.” What these parties 

had in common in their interwar and postwar activities was the focus on the diasporic 

communities. However, while Hunchakians and Ramkavars tried to connect these 

communities to Soviet Armenia, the Dashnaks sought to foster the imagination of an 

“Independent and United Armenia.” 

The relations between the ARF and those who sympathized with Soviet Armenia 

resembled a “cold war” within the community. The ARF operating in the United States 

considered itself as the true and legitimate representative of the Armenian people. 

Nonrecognition of the Soviet Union by the United States until 1933 seemed to be an 

encouraging factor for the ARF in its position.  The preservation and the use of the 

symbolism of the first Armenian republic in communal ceremonies, the celebration of May 

 
34 Ibid., 158. See also Tsragir ev Himnakan Kanonagir Ramkavar Azatakan Kusakts‘ut‘ean [Program and 
Statute of the Democratic Liberal Party]  (Boston: Baikar Press, 1932), 3.  
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28 – the republic’s Independence Day, had given a sense of statehood and continuity to the 

ARF. At the same time, the use of all these symbols revealed the attitude of the ARF towards 

the Soviet regime. In contrast to the ARF, the opposing groups, the branches of the HOK, the 

Hunchakian party were celebrating November 29, the day of the Sovietization of Armenia 

“for the bright future” of Armenia, as Eritassard Hayastan put it.35 In this war of symbols, 

the pro-Soviet groups over time began to identify the symbolism of the republic with the 

ARF, which led to more intense tensions and even clashes.  

On Sunday of April 28, 1935, the Armenians of Boston and surrounding areas 

gathered in the local Armenian Apostolic Church to attend a memorial mourning ceremony 

(sgahandes). The organizers of the event placed a catafalque in front of the church altar 

covered with a veil that bore a short text in Armenian language: “In Respect to the Memory 

of the Armenian Martyrs.” There was a wreath of flowers on the catafalque surmounted by 

the Armenian Tricolor, the national flag of Armenia and one of the symbols of the former 

republic (1918–1920). The event opened with the welcoming words of the organizers, 

which was followed by the performance of Lord, Save the Armenian Nation (Ter kets‘o 

zhais) that had a profound emotional impact on the participants.36 A speech given by 

Khosrov Papayan, an ARF activist from New York, occupied the second part of the event.  

Papayan noted that the Armenians lost “more than a million people,” since the Turks 

massacred them regardless of their social, political, or religious backgrounds having the 

aim “to destroy the whole Armenian nation.” At the same time, he noted that “Musa Dagh, 

Shapin-Garahisar, Urfa, Vaspurakan, and some other places,” where the Armenians resisted 

 
35 See Eritassard Hayastan, June 24, 1933, no. 2, 2 and Eritassard Hayastan, April 15, 1933, no. 22, 1.  
36 Տեր Կեցո Դու զՀայս՝ (Lord, Save the Armenian Nation) – a patriotic short poem written by Mesrop 
Taghiadian, an India-based Armenian prolific writer in the 1820s.  
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the perpetrators, were “bright torches of light” during the dark days of massacres. He called 

upon his fellow Armenians to continue the “unrelenting struggle” until they become the 

“master” of their “homeland,” until “the dream of the independence comes true,” which, he 

contended, was “the last testament” of their “countless beloved dead.” Father Mesrop Ter 

Hovhannissian closed the sgahandes with the concluding remarks and a prayer.37 

Hundreds of similar memorial events dedicated to Medz Yeghern were organized by 

the ARF in America from the early 1920s through the 1960s.  In addition to participating in 

church memorial services organized by the Armenian Church, the ARF held its sgahandes, 

community meetings, public lectures, and other memorial events dedicated to the victims 

of the massacres.38 Every year, during the week of April 24, the local bodies of Dashnak 

party organized memorial events in various American cities from New England to 

California.39  While Boston sgahandes of 1935 was not the largest or most significant 

among them, its rituals, symbolism, and vocabulary well exemplified how the ARF sought 

to interpret the Armenian national catastrophe and shape a collective meaning for its 

remembrance. The meaning, as this example reveals, was based on several key ideas: the 

innocent victims, homeland, and resistance. The circulation of these ideas was accompanied 

by the symbols of the first republic– national flag and anthem. These ideas and symbols 

were almost always present in their commemorative events and texts over decades. 

However, while their interpretation shared some common features with that of the 

Armenian Church, compatriotic unions, or other political parties, it also differed 

 
37 Hairenik, April 30, 1935, no. 6990, 1.  
38 The April 24 yearly commemorations by the Armenian Church is discussed in the next section of this 
chapter. 
39 See, for example, the following announcements about memorial events in various American cities, Hairenik, 
April 23, 1932, no. 6073, 4.    
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significantly from them.  For a more complex and detailed understanding of the party’s 

narrative for the collective remembrance, one should look at the editorials in Hairenik, the 

most important Armenian-language publication of the ARF in the United States. 

Every year in the interwar and postwar periods, the Hairenik newspaper, published 

editorials on its April 24 issues dedicated to the remembrance of the Armenian massacres. 

While these editorials constituted only small parts of genocide related themes and 

materials published in various issues of the newspaper, they arguably best presented the 

ARF’s official perspective on the past, and how that past should be remembered within the 

community. The close textual examination of dozens of editorials published in this period 

reveals that their content can be divided into three parts based on the questions they 

sought to answer: (a) what, how, and why did happen? (b) how did the Armenians respond 

to what happened? and (c) what is the meaning of April 24? 

As a rule, these editorials opened with a summary of the key phases of Medz 

Yeghern: the arrest of intellectuals on April 24, 1915, in Constantinople and subsequent 

exile and killing, the elimination of the conscripted Armenian soldiers of the Ottoman army, 

and the deportations and massacres of the civilian population.40 Many editorials pinpointed 

the intent of the destruction.41 As one of them asserted, “the massacre was the outcome of a 

premeditated act, rather than a contingent one.” 42  That act was a “death sentence” 43 for 

Ottoman Armenians since it aimed “to destroy the Armenian nation physically” and “bury 

the Armenian cause politically.” 44 As other editorials put it bitterly, Armenians were guilty 

 
40 See, for example, Hairenik, April 28, 1927, no. 4558, 4; and Hairenik, April 24, 1931, no. 5770, 4. 
41 See, for example, Hairenik, April 24, 1923, no. 3339, 3; and Hairenik, April 24, 1931, no. 5770, 4. 
42 Hairenik, April 24, 1935, no. 6985, 4.  
43 Hairenik, April 24, 1923, no. 3339, 3.  
44 Hairenik, April 24, 1931, no. 5770, 4. 
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just because they were Armenians, and their sin was their devotion to the faith of their 

ancestors.45 The consequences of the tragedy were the “elimination of one whole part of 

the Armenians,” and “devastation of Turkish Armenia, the largest part of Armenia.”46 In 

addition, the Armenians lost an important part of Eastern Armenia – Kars, Kaghzvan, and 

Igdir.47 Finally, Medz Yeghern marked unprecedented cultural losses, since the 

perpetrators ruined most of Armenian cultural and religious institutions in their historic 

homeland.48 

At first sight one can hardly find any peculiarity in this kind of interpretation of 

Medz Yeghern. It is based on well known facts attested not only by survivors but also 

foreign eyewitnesses. Yet, if one puts this interpretation in the context of the interwar 

realities, one can easily see the unique features of the ARF remembrance. The first and 

most central among them was the concept of homeland. The ARF was not the first one that 

placed this concept in the commemorative vocabulary of Armenian Americans. As shown in 

the previous chapter, it was present in commemorative texts both during the 1890s and 

1910s.  However, Armenian Americans then did not feel that they lost their homeland and 

were more concerned about the safety of their compatriots there. After the treaty of 

Lausanne, the realpolitik around the Armenian Question had been changed dramatically. 

Not only did the massacres devastate Turkish Armenia but, unlike the near past, there was 

no real possibility of the Armenian presence there. Put simply, Turkish Armenia was 

transformed into a dream for Armenian political thinking. Although two other parties, the 

 
45 Hairenik, April 24, 1923, no. 3339, 3.  
46 Hairenik, April 11, 1925, no. 3936, 2. See also Hairenik, April 28, 1927, no. 4558, 4. 
47 Hairenik, April 11, 1925, no. 3936, 2. 
48 Hairenik, April 28, 1927, no. 4558, 4. 
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Hunchakians and Ramkavar, retained the problem of the Turkish Armenians in their 

programs, they reluctantly accepted the new realities and mostly concentrated on Soviet 

Armenia as a homeland. In contrast, the ARF not only continued to pursue the idea of an  

“Independent and United Armenia,” but also remained the only organization that 

constructed the meaning of the national catastrophe around it. The phrase of “Turkish 

Armenia,” – the largest part of the lost homeland – was an integral part of their 

commemorative texts. 

To maintain a belief among Armenians in the possibility of return to the lost 

homeland, the ARF commemoration narrative depicted perpetrators as “unsuccessful,” and, 

understandably, always linked that with the Armenian self-defense battles during the 

massacres. An editorial in Hairenik, published on April 24, 1931, asserted that, regardless 

of the whole enormity of the tragedy, the perpetrators “could not implement what they 

planned,” because “Armenian armed resistances took place in some regions of Turkish 

Armenia,” which, although not always successful, saved many lives.49 Moreover, not only 

the self-defense battles of 1915, but also Armenian success in the battles of Sardarapat, 

Aparan, and Vanadsor (Karakilisa) in Eastern Armenia in 1918,  did not allow the invading 

Turkish army to repeat there what they did in Western Armenia, as well as enabled the 

establishment of the Republic of Armenia that was Sovietized in 1920. According to the 

editorial, the perpetrators failed in their aim to annihilate all Armenians, and they could not 

put an end to the Armenian Question, because the eastern part of Armenians survived, and 

they created an independent state that was later Sovietized.50 Despite the strong anti-

 
49 Hairenik, April 24, 1931, no. 5770, 4. 
50 Ibid. See also Hairenik, April 24, 1935, no. 6985, 4. 
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Soviet orientation, the ARF looked at Soviet Armenia as the “seed of the future Free and 

Independent Armenia.”51 Although the ARF bitterly admitted that the Armenian Question 

disappeared from international diplomacy after the Lausanne Treaty, the party believed 

that it still awaited its solution, and the problem of the “Armenian lands” would come out in 

a “favorable international situation.”52 

Nevertheless, the ARF commemoration of April 24 was not a celebration of the 

Armenian self-defense battles. While praising both successful and unsuccessful attempts of 

resistance in Van, Taron, Shabin-Garahisar, Urfa, Musa Ler, and other places, the editorials 

considered the overall organization of self-defense of Armenian people as a failed 

enterprise, because all these cases “were not initially planned and organized” and were 

“spontaneous, independent, and unconnected with each other.”53 Otherwise, Armenians 

could “enact miracles,” as they did in Van and Musa Ler, where instead of being disarmed, 

they fought “heroic battles” and saved themselves from the destruction.54 However, as one 

of the editorials claimed, the vast majority of Armenians did not demonstrate “realism and 

sanity,”  because they overall made no efforts to find ways to arm themselves and were 

slaughtered “like sheep.” 55 According to another editorial, even if they failed, at least they 

could “die as a hero, rather than a martyr,” as the Armenians of Shapin-Karahisar did. 56 

In contrast to the commemoration of the Hamidian massacres in the 1890s, and 

even compatriotic remembrance of the 1915 massacres in the interwar period, the ARF 

 
51 Hairenik, April 24, 1935, no. 6985, 4. 
52 Ibid. 
53 Hairenik, April 24, 1930, no. 5466, 4. 
54 Hairenik, April 28, 1927, no. 4558, 4. 
55 Ibid. 
56 Despite the self-sacrifice of the participants, this self-defense battle had a tragic end. See Hairenik, April 24, 
1930, no. 5466, 4.  
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refused to identify martyrdom with heroism. An editorial in Hairenik published in 1933, 

devoted to the April 24 Remembrance Day, argued: 

Today’s sgaton is not the day of Armenian heroic battles or 

heroism, but the day of the greatest Armenian catastrophe and 

martyrdom. We today all mourn the memory of our beloved martyrs, who 

fell victim to the Turkish plot without invoking self-defense. They had the 

false belief that they could save the lives of most Armenians by their 

submission and death. 57 

 Another editorial, published earlier, in 1928, debated the meaning of collective 

remembrance. Specifically, it argued that making the “memory of martyrs” a “national cult” 

can be senseless and without value if there is no “meaning in memory.”58 The editorial 

continued: 

(…) the death of our great martyrs of April was not heroic. 

Therefore, it cannot be a source of individual or national inspiration… 

Were the death of our great martyrs of April heroic, the fate of our race 

would be different… Because that would mean that in fateful moments 

they should lead the race to the struggle for survival, rather than 

disastrous submission.59 

  While this kind of assessment from the most influential Armenian political party – 

one of the leading forces of resistance against the tyrannical Ottoman rule – may cause 

some confusion, it has its explanation. Uncritical celebration of self-defense battles could 

 
57 Sgaton – Mourning Holiday.  See Hairenik, April 23, 1933, no. 6376, 4. 
58 Hairenik, April 24, 1928, no. 4859, 4. 
59 Ibid. 
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give inspiration for the Armenians in diaspora, but it also would offer virtually nothing to 

the ARF’s efforts to promote the cause of homeland, Western Armenia. Moreover, without 

any political vision on the future, this kind of celebration could indirectly accept the status 

quo on the Armenian Question. This would be radically different from what the ARF’s 

political program advocated. This explains their equivocal perspective on self-defense 

battles. Therefore, instead of  euphoric pride, the ARF asserted that April 24 should remain 

as a “day of national oath” in order “never to forget” personal and collective losses.60 More 

specifically, the ARF offered to consider the April 24 as a “bloody and frightful historical 

lesson” for the future generations of Armenians to avoid such catastrophes.61 “The nation 

should be completely freed from sheep mentality,” develop an ability to defend itself, so 

that it can avoid being “slaughtered,” another editorial claimed.62  This was the “best way” 

the Armenians “can respect the memory of innumerable martyrs.” 63  The meaning of 

collective remembrance of April 24, therefore, the ARF defined as a need of developing an 

“instinct of self-defense,” as the only guarantee of the inimitability of 1915.64 In their 

ambiguous vision of “self-defense,” they rejected the idea of “personal revenge.” Instead, 

the editorials argued that Armenian political parties should think of the ways how “self-

defense” can be achieved. 65 

The ARF never abandoned the idea of an “Independent and United Armenia.” The 

ARF believed in and sought to convince the Armenian diasporic communities about the 

 
60 Hairenik, April 24, 1923, no. 3339, 3.   
61 Hairenik, April 24, 1926, no. 4251, 4.  
62 Hairenik, April 28, 1927, no. 4558, 4. 
63 Ibid. 
64 Hairenik, April 24, 1930, no. 5466, 4. 
65 Ibid. 
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return of Turkish Armenia, when the Armenian people would “regain their historical 

rights.” 66 Although the ARF recognized that this idea “might seem a dream,” nevertheless, 

they had “no doubt” that this dream would “come true.” So, they believed that “Armenians 

aspiring for a homeland and freedom should be attached to this great ideal.” 67 Therefore, in 

their remembrance of Medz Yeghern, the ARF combined the mourning of losses with the 

dreams of homeland.  

In the interwar and postwar periods, the American branches of the Hunchakian 

party found multiple ways to remember the Armenian massacres. They participated in or 

organized yearly commemorations on April 24, their press continued to publish various 

materials on genocide-related topics, especially about the fate of the survived orphans of 

the 1920s. While bearing some similarities with commemorative practices of the ARF, the 

Hunchakian remembrance had some fundamental differences. These differences were 

conditioned by the political line pursued by this party both before and after the massacres. 

Unlike the ARF, the Hunchakian party was in opposition against the ruling Young Turk 

party (Committee of Union and Progress) of the Ottoman Empire on the eve of World War I. 

Similarly, as has been already discussed, the Hunchakians took a different stand on the 

Sovietization of Armenia, as well as accepted the realpolitik after the Lausanne Treaty. 

These two major factors largely impacted the ways this party recollected the Armenian 

massacres in the following decades.  

The Hunchakians sought to construct the collective remembrance of the Armenian 

massacres around one of the faithful and tragic events in the history of their party that was 

 
66 Hairenik, April 24, 1935, no. 6985, 4.  
67 Hairenik, April 24, 1931, no. 5770, 4. 
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directly related to the Armenian national disaster. In their Seventh General Congress held 

in Constanta, Romania in August –September of 1913, the Hunchakian party manifested 

itself as opposition against the ruling Young Turk party. This decision was conditioned by 

the ongoing deteriorating conditions of Armenians in the Armenian provinces, the rise of 

Turkish ultra-nationalism and chauvinism within the Young Turk party. Therefore, the 

Hunchakian congress excluded any possibility of cooperation with the Young Turks.68 

Moreover, they decided secretly to assassinate Talaat Pasha, the Minister of Interior of 

Turkey, who would become one of the major architects of the Armenian Genocide two 

years later. However, this plan never came true, because one of the participants informed 

the Turkish authorities about this plot. Twenty Hunchakian leaders were arrested and 

sentenced to death and were hanged in Sultan Bayezid Square of Constantinople on June 

15, 1915.69  The Young Turk government used this event to vilify all Armenians of Turkey 

and made them suspicious for the Turkish population.70 Last but not least later the Turkish 

government largely used this case in their denial of the Armenian Genocide.71 

Not only did the execution of the Hunchakian leadership virtually behead the party 

and decrease the chance for more effective resistance against the perpetrators, it made a 

profound impression on the contemporaries and especially party members, who began to 

identify Medz Yeghern with the execution of their leaders. Therefore, the party constructed 

the collective remembrance of Medz Yeghern around the story of “Twenty Hunchakian 

 
68 Kitur, Patmutʻiwn, 364 –368.   
69 Vahakn N. Dadrian, “The Secret Young-Turk Ittihadist Conference and the Decision for the World War I 
Genocide of the Armenians.” Journal of Political & Military Sociology 22, no. 1 (1994), 187. 
70 Ibid. 
71 The Turkish government exploited this case to justify the Armenian massacres. For more information on 
this issue, see Gevorg Vardanyan, “From the History of the Armenian Genocide Denial: Critical Review of an 
Early Turkish Publication.” Tseghaspanagitakan handes [Journal of Genocide Studies] 2(1), (2014): 67–77.   
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Gallows.” The close examination of the interwar issues of Eritassard Hayastan, the main 

organ of American Hunchakians, indicates that no topic related to Armenian massacres had 

received more attention than “Twenty Hunchakian Gallows.” Over decades, the Hunchakian 

party organized yearly commemoration events on June 15, published memorial volumes, 

dedicated poems and plays, making “Twenty Hunchakian Gallows” the central aspect of 

their narrative of genocide remembrance. The editorials of Eritassard Hayastan devoted to 

this topic – since they offered the party’s official attitude in a condensed form – are perhaps 

the most effective way to understand the Hunchakian narrative of the genocide, and how 

the “Twenty Hunchakian Gallows” shaped that narrative.  

The Hunchakian narrative begins with the evaluation of the decision made in 

Constanta. Specifically, the editorials considered the arrest and execution of twenty 

Hunchakian leaders as a failure of the plan of assassination of Talaat adopted in that 

congress. Moreover and more importantly, this failure brought about the defeat of the “plan 

of the prevention of the elimination of the Turkish Armenians.”72 According to this 

narrative, the Hunchakians anticipated the deportations and massacres of Armenians, and 

they sought to prevent these horrors.73 However, since they failed, the Young Turks faced 

the “naivety of the people without leadership.”74 Which is to say, it facilitated the process of 

the Armenian massacres. With this oversimplified causation of the genocide, Hunchakians 

sought to further emphasize the importance of their party. 

 
72 Eritassard Hayastan, June 15, 1929, no. 4, 2. 
73 Their prediction was based on the information that they had about the Young Turk party congress held in 
Salonica a year before, during which the Young Turks adopted more nationalistic approaches. See Eritassard 
Hayastan, June 13, 1931, no. 25(28).  
74 Eritassard Hayastan, June 14, 1930, no. 4(27), 2.  
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In the commemorative texts, “Twenty Hunchakian Gallows” were portrayed as 

martyrs and heroes. They were a human sacrifice by the Hunchakian party for the 

Armenian nation. As one of the editorials put it, the Hunchakians sacrificed twenty lives to 

save “twenty thousand, a million” lives.75 They were “revolutionary heroes” because they 

gave their lives to prevent the program of Armenian massacres. 76 The socialist ideology 

and pro-Soviet orientation of the party also had largely shaped the vocabulary of the 

Hunchakins in their celebration of martyr-heroes. As one of the editorials put it, the twenty 

Hunchakin leaders were bearers of “revolutionary ideal,” who were fighting for “freedom, 

justice” and “socialism.” 77  Since, they did so for the “victory of the cause of Armenian 

proletariat,” as one of the editorials put it, they belonged not only to the Hunchakian party, 

but “all Armenian working masses.” 78 

In Hunchakian interpretation, although the heroism and martyrdom of the “Twenty 

Gallows” did not prevent Medz Yeghern, it came with important consequences for the 

Armenian nation. The twenty Hunchakian leaders “walked to Golgotha of Crucifixion,” in 

order to warn “twenty thousands,” about the impending massacres, so that they began to 

fight in the heroic battles in Urfa, Shapin-Garahisar, Van, Musa Ler, Hadjin, Aintap, and 

other places.79 According to their narrative, Armenian self-defense battles took place 

because the Armenians of these settlements “understood the main idea of the Crucifixion at 

 
75 Eritassard Hayastan, June 13, 1931, no. 25, 2.  
76 Ibid. 
77 Eritassard Hayastan, June 14, 1930, no. 4, 2.  
78 Eritassard Hayastan, July 8, 1933, no. 3, 2. 
79 Eritassard Hayastan, June 15, 1929, no. 4, 2. 
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Bayezid [Square],” and they formed “an oppositional front against the Turkish 

vandalism.”80 As Sapah Gulian, one of the Hunchakian leaders, put it in his article: 

The heroic fights in Shabin-Garahisar, the heroic resistance in 

Edessa [Urfa – G. V.], the revolt and victory in Suetia [Musa Ler - GV], the 

soul of unequalled heroism of Vaspurakan… all these came from our 

Twenty Gallows…81 

Moreover, the Hunchakians even linked the “independent existence” of Soviet 

Armenia with them, arguing that “Soviet Armenia owed her right of independence to the 

Hunchakian party and the martyrs like Twenty Gallows.” 82 Therefore, Hunchakians 

believed that while respecting the memory of all victims, Armenians should “especially 

commemorate” the immortal “Twenty Gallows.” 83 

Unlike the ARF, the pro-Soviet orientation of the Hunchakians did not allow them to 

talk openly about Turkish Armenia, as the lost Homeland, in their commemorative texts in 

the interwar period. It was not until the end of World War II, when Hunchakian 

commemorative texts began to discuss Turkish Armenia and Armenian Question more 

openly, gradually resembling those of the ARF. 84 The Armenian Question was revived in 

the postwar period in the wake of the Soviet leadership’s interest in the return of some 

Armenian lands from Turkey. 85 Overall, Hunchakian commemoration was influenced by 

 
80 Eritassard Hayastan, June 14, 1930, no. 4, 2. 
81 Eritassard Hayastan, July 8, 1933, no. 3, 2. 
82 Ibid. 
83 Eritassard Hayastan, June 15, 1929, no. 4, 2. 
84 Eritassard Hayastan, April 22, 1949, no. 45-98, 2. 
85 For more information, see the next chapter.  
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two major factors: the party’s history and their sacrifices, and the political line they were 

following.  

 
 
The Armenian Church and the Remembrance of Medz Yeghern 

On April 8, 1922, Armenian-American protestant weekly Hayastani Gotchnag 

published a circular entitled “To All Sons of Armenian People of America” from Archbishop 

Tirayr Hovhannesian, the Primate of the Armenian Church of America (1920–1931).86 In 

his letter, the Primate informed the community that Gevorg V, the Catholicos of All 

Armenians of Ējmiatsin issued a kondak (N 416) on October 30 1921, according to which he 

designated the April 11/24 of each year as a “day of memory” devoted to all victims that 

the Armenian nation had during the Great War with the “martyrdom of her sons” and 

“sufferings with her mothers.”87 Archbishop Tirayr noted that Catholicos’s kondak defined 

April 11/24 as a “National Holiday – in remembrance of [our] innumerable martyrs during 

the World War,” and that day should be observed in all Armenian churches.88 The 

Archbishop ordered all Armenian priests of America to follow the demands of the kondak, 

and he asked Armenians of America to devote that day to the “innumerable martyrs, 

innocent victims, and to souls who were crucified for their cause and faith.” On that day, the 

circular demanded that a Divine Liturgy should be carried out, with live speeches of 

preachers, and a requiem service devoted to the memory of the victims. “May their memory 

 
86 Hayastani Gotchnag, April 8, 1922, no. 14, 471․ 
87 Ibid․ This 13-day difference is because of the use of Old and New Style (Julian and Gregorian) Calendars. 
Russia adopted the New Style in 1918, Turkey did the same in 1927. The Armenian Church started to use the 
Gregorian Calendar in 1923. The parallel use of these two dates is conditioned by the differences in the 
adoption years.  
88 Hayastani Gotchnag, April 8, 1922, no. 14, 471․ 
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remain eternal in Armenian heart, as that of Saint Vardanants,” the Primate emphasized the 

significance of the day. 89 

The Catholicos’s order was preceded by several initiatives by Armenian intellectuals 

in Armenia and Constantinople. In March 1920, writer Vrtanes Papazian asked the 

Catholicos and the Parliament of the Armenian Republic to declare April 11/24 as a 

“mourning day” for the “remembrance of 760 Armenian martyred intellectuals who fell 

during the World War from the Turkish brutal sward.”90 Following this request, Catholicos 

ordered a requiem service in April of the same year. 91 Before that, in 1919, a group of 

Armenian intellectuals organized a commemorative event in Constantinople that was 

under Allied occupation at that time. The commemoration included a requiem service 

conducted in the Holy Trinity Church of Constantinople, as well as the publication of 

Monument to April 11, a memorial volume, written by Teodik (Theodoros Lapchinchian).92 

This book contains the biographies and photos of 761 Armenian intellectuals, victims of 

Medz Yeghern. As it had been noted in the concluding remarks of this publication, both the 

commemorative event and the book were the “expression of respect and mourning” from 

the survived intellectuals to the “memory of their unfortunate brothers.”93  

 
89 Saint Vardanants – He meant Vardan Mamikonian and other martyrs of the Battle of Avarayr of the Fifth 
century discussed in the previous chapters. See Hayastani Gotchnag, April 8, 1922, no. 14, 472. 
90  Sandro Behbudian, “How and When was April 24 established as a Remembrance Day for the Martyrs of 
Medz Yeghern,” Ējmiatsin 2–3(2003), 165–167․ 
91 Ibid. 
92 For more information, see Vartan Matossian, Polso Medz Yegherni Hushardzane. Araspel te Irakanoutun 
[The Memorial of the Great Massacre in Constantinople: Myth or Reality], accessed October 10, 1922, 
https://hairenikweekly.com/%D5%BA%D5%B8%D5%AC%D5%BD%D5%B8%D5%B5-
%D5%B4%D5%A5%D5%AE-%D5%A5%D5%B2%D5%A5%D5%BC%D5%B6%D5%AB-
%D5%B5%D5%B8%D6%82%D5%B7%D5%A1%D6%80%D5%B1%D5%A1%D5%B6%D5%A8-
%D5%A1%D5%BC%D5%A1%D5%BD%D5%BA%D5%A5%D5%9E/#_ftn22/. See also Vartan Matiossian, 
The Politics of Naming Armenian Genocide: Language, History, and “Medz Yeghern” (London: I. B. Tauris, 2021), 
46. 
93 Teodik, Hushardzan Aprili 11-i [Monument to April 11] (Constantinople, 1919), 128. 

https://hairenikweekly.com/%D5%BA%D5%B8%D5%AC%D5%BD%D5%B8%D5%B5-%D5%B4%D5%A5%D5%AE-%D5%A5%D5%B2%D5%A5%D5%BC%D5%B6%D5%AB-%D5%B5%D5%B8%D6%82%D5%B7%D5%A1%D6%80%D5%B1%D5%A1%D5%B6%D5%A8-%D5%A1%D5%BC%D5%A1%D5%BD%D5%BA%D5%A5%D5%9E/#_ftn22/
https://hairenikweekly.com/%D5%BA%D5%B8%D5%AC%D5%BD%D5%B8%D5%B5-%D5%B4%D5%A5%D5%AE-%D5%A5%D5%B2%D5%A5%D5%BC%D5%B6%D5%AB-%D5%B5%D5%B8%D6%82%D5%B7%D5%A1%D6%80%D5%B1%D5%A1%D5%B6%D5%A8-%D5%A1%D5%BC%D5%A1%D5%BD%D5%BA%D5%A5%D5%9E/#_ftn22/
https://hairenikweekly.com/%D5%BA%D5%B8%D5%AC%D5%BD%D5%B8%D5%B5-%D5%B4%D5%A5%D5%AE-%D5%A5%D5%B2%D5%A5%D5%BC%D5%B6%D5%AB-%D5%B5%D5%B8%D6%82%D5%B7%D5%A1%D6%80%D5%B1%D5%A1%D5%B6%D5%A8-%D5%A1%D5%BC%D5%A1%D5%BD%D5%BA%D5%A5%D5%9E/#_ftn22/
https://hairenikweekly.com/%D5%BA%D5%B8%D5%AC%D5%BD%D5%B8%D5%B5-%D5%B4%D5%A5%D5%AE-%D5%A5%D5%B2%D5%A5%D5%BC%D5%B6%D5%AB-%D5%B5%D5%B8%D6%82%D5%B7%D5%A1%D6%80%D5%B1%D5%A1%D5%B6%D5%A8-%D5%A1%D5%BC%D5%A1%D5%BD%D5%BA%D5%A5%D5%9E/#_ftn22/
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These initiatives coming from intellectuals were instrumental in the selection of 

April 11/24 as a Remembrance Day by the Armenian Church. As it has already been 

discussed in the previous chapter, the Armenian Church had organized commemorative 

events well before these initiatives. However, Armenians did not have a fixed day for the 

commemoration between 1915 and 1921. April 24 was first selected – although not 

officially –by the surviving intellectuals, who sought to give a tribute to those intellectuals 

who were arrested on that day of 1915, and then were exiled and killed. At the same time, 

April 24 was not only an important day because of the arrest and execution of several 

hundred intellectuals, who constituted only a negligible part of the Armenian population. 

The importance of the day lies in both the symbolic and instrumental significance of the 

execution of intelligentsia. On the one hand, this was one of the first major acts of violence 

against Armenians in 1915, and arguably it marked the beginning of the genocide.94 On the 

other hand, this act, at its core, was the elimination of the Armenian elite that sought to 

deprive Armenians of any organized reaction against the forthcoming mass deportations 

and massacres. Therefore, April 24 was not an arbitrary choice.  

Nevertheless, it was the Catholicos of Ējmiatsin, the head of Armenian Church, who 

gave an “official” status to the day and defined its meaning. The Catholicos’s kondak of 

October 30, 1921, defined the day as National Holiday – in remembrance of [our] 

innumerable martyrs during the World War. It is evident that this definition comprises three 

key elements, and all of them bore the influence of the political and cultural trends of its 

time. The first part – “national holiday” – shows that the day had pan-Armenian 

 
94 See, for example, Raymond Kevorkian, The Armenian Genocide: A Complete History (London: I. B. Tauris, 
2011), 251–254.  
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significance. Armenians were mostly followers of the Armenian Apostolic Church, and the 

Catholicos of Ējmiatsin, the head of the church, could speak for most Armenians. Even 

Protestant Armenians began to observe April 24 as a commemoration day after this order. 

The second element – “in remembrance of [our] innumerable martyrs”– prioritizes all 

victims. Although April 24 was the day of arrest of the intellectuals, however, as a 

commemoration day, unlike the previous initiatives, it was not devoted only to them but to 

“innumerable martyrs.” The word “martyr,” very common in Christian tradition and largely 

used in Armenian commemorative vocabulary before the Catholicos’s order, can be 

understood as a sacrifice for faith. The next paragraph of the kondak, offered more insight 

into how the Armenian Church perceived the idea of martyrdom in the definition of the 

meaning of that day. Specifically, by blessing the memory of the martyrs, the kondak 

contended that they “gave their lives in love of the nation and Holy Church,” for which they 

were subjected to “sword, flame, and various bitter tortures.”95 Here, like in the 

commemorative texts of Armenian Americans that preceded the Catholicos’s order, the 

martyrdom was for both religious and national causes. In Armenian literary tradition, as 

mentioned before, the religious and pan-Armenian causes were often intermingled, the 

best example of which was the narrative over the Battle of Avarayr in the Early Medieval 

Period. Finally, the third element – “during the World War,” – was about the circumstances 

of martyrdom. Although this phrase excluded the Hamidian massacres, it was somewhat 

neutral only pinpointing the time. Even though the kondak stated that the martyrs died for 

nation and faith, it omitted the real causes, as well as the perpetrator regime of Turkey. No 

less significant was the mention of “nation” without any territorialization. Unlike Armenian 

 
95 Behbudian, “How and When,” 168–169. 
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American commemorative texts of the past, there is no mention of the lost homeland – 

Western (Turkish) Armenia. When the Catholicos issued this order, Eastern Armenia was 

already Sovietized, and the treaties of Moscow and Kars were signed. Ējmiatsin was in 

Soviet Armenia, and these political developments arguably moderated the content of the 

kondak. 

April 24 entered the Armenian American calendar as a fixed day of remembrance 

since 1922.96  Armenian Americans moved their commemorative events dedicated to Medz 

Yeghern to that day. After 1922, every year on April 24, and often another day during the 

same week, Armenian churches of the United States held memorial events. The church 

commemoration brought together all layers of Armenian society, including political parties. 

However, commemorations went beyond the walls of the churches and acquired national 

significance. For all communal organizations, regardless of their remarkable ideological, 

political, or denominational differences, April 24 became a symbol unifying all Armenians – 

Apostolic, Protestants, Catholics, Hunchaks, Dashnaks, and Ramkavars under the unbrella 

of a common tragic past.  With the selection of April 24, the Armenian Church 

institutionalized Armenian memorialization.  

However, while consecrated by the church and accepted by all layers of Armenian 

American society as a symbol, April 24 became a hot topic in the contested landscape of 

Armenian memorialization. By 1922, Armenian Americans had a memorial culture with 

more than a 25-year-history that dated back to the 1890s. Moreover, their memorial 

practices went through changes and transformation beginning from November First-

Sunday commemorations of the Hamidian Massacres through the memorial events – that 

 
96 The Catholicos had sent a letter with the kondak on November 23, 1921.  
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had no fixed dates – during and in the immediate aftermath of World War I. On the other 

hand, unlike Soviet Armenia and the Middle East, Armenians did not have constraints on 

how to remember April 24 in the United States. It is no wonder that the United States 

provided a fertile soil for the expression of the contested memories of Medz Yeghern. 

Although April 24 was a sacred day for all Armenians, various groups of Armenians put 

different meanings and messages in the remembrance of the catastrophe. In the United 

States, the Armenian Church appeared in the center of this contest and even collision over 

the meaning of April 24.  

In April 1932, Archbishop Ghevond Tourian (1931–1933), the new elected Primate, 

sent a circular to all priests of Armenian churches with an instruction about the yearly 

commemoration of April 24. According to the circular, Armenian churches were 

recommended to hold a Divine Office, during which priests should deliver sermons “on the 

topic of the unselfish martyrdom of the Armenian people and the spirit of the same seeking 

the crown of freedom,” and conduct a requiem service “for all the Martyrs.” 97 More unusual 

than this somewhat censored definition of the topics of sermons was the last part of his 

letter that forbade Armenian clergies to participate in memorial services outside the 

churches: 

On this occasion different organizations will hold commemorative 

functions in halls. Since the Armenian clergy will have completely fulfilled 

their duties in the Holy Church, their presence at such commemorative 

functions is unnecessary for various reasons.98   

 
97 Documents on the Schism in the Armenian Church of America (New York: Diocese of the Armenian Church of 
America, 1933), 22. 
98 Documents on the Schism, 23. 
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This decision of Archbishop Tourian was based on the directive of June 26, 1929, by 

the Catholicos, who prohibited clergymen from participating in non-religious 

commemorative events. Specifically, the Catholicos’s directive, pinpointing the ARF, stated 

that they were trying to turn the Church into a “forum for political propaganda and making 

anti-Soviet speeches.” The directive reminded that the Armenian Church was “far from 

adhering to any party,” and, at the same time, stated “her loyalty and friendship towards 

the Soviet regime.” Moreover, the directive required the clergy in America “to be likewise 

loyal and friendly towards the Soviet regime.” Therefore, the Catholicos’s directive warned 

against any “speeches against the state or to permit the exploitation of Church functions 

and institutions for anti-Soviet propaganda.”99 Unlike former Primate Archbishop Tirayr, 

Tourian did not have pro-ARF sympathies. 100 Being elected as Primate in May 1931, he 

sought to strictly follow the decisions of the Catholicos of Ējmiatsin, and his circular 

regarding April 24 should be considered in this context.  

Shortly after sending the circular, Archbishop Tourian was invited to preside over a 

non-religious memorial mourning ceremony on April 24, 1932, in New York. He rejected 

this invitation, arguing that he would be absent from New York by that date.101 The 

organizers then turned to former Primate Tirayr, who, however, had been warned by 

Tourian not to preside over this sgahandes.102 Archbishop Tirayr publicized Tourian’s 

 
99 Ibid., 20–21․ 
100 Ibid., 18․ 
101 Patmut‘ean hamar. Halatsank‘ě Tourian Srbazani dēm [For History: The Persecutions against Archbishop 
Tourian] (New York, 1934), 16․  
102 Ibid.  
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order that was covered in the Dashnak press.103 An editorial in Hairenik published on April 

30, 1932, entitled “The gauntlet thrown down to American Armenians,” harshly criticized 

Tourian, claiming that the archbishop “stepped on the most sacred feelings” of the 

Armenians․ Characterizing the Primate’s position as a non-justified “hostile” act towards 

those who wanted to respect the memory of the martyrs,  the editorial labeled Tourian as 

“a warm friend of the Bolsheviks” and even “a man of Bolsheviks.” In lieu of conclusion, the 

editorial raised a rhetorical question about the competency of Tourian and the 

appropriateness of his service to the Armenian community. 104 

In this confrontation between Archbishop Tourian and the Dashnak party, the 

primary problem was less the personality of the Primate, but the deepening communal 

conflict of perspectives on the past and present. April 24 appeared in the epicenter of this 

conflict, because it had a sacred meaning for all social groups of Armenians, and its 

commemoration previously brought together all these groups. However, it was also April 

24, that while unifying all Armenians, at the same time best demonstrated the contesting 

perspectives on the past and their collision. Archbishop Tourian was following the order of 

the Catholicos of Ējmiatsin, who was under the jurisdiction of the Soviet regime. This is 

especially true about the 1930s, the heydays of the persecution of dissent, that eventually 

led to the Great Purges of 1936–1938 in the Soviet Union. In this conflict, the other two 

major parties –the Hunchaks and Ramkavars, largely supported the Primate because of 

their political line. On the other side of the barricades was the ARF, the biggest and most 

 
103 In its April 29 issue, Hairenik published an article titled “The April Mourning Holiday in New York: The 
Primate of Armenian Diocese demanded Archbishop Tirayr not to preside in sganahdes.” The author harshly 
criticized Archbishop Tourian.  See, Hairenik, April 30, 1932, no. 6078, 2. 
104 Hairenik, April 30, 1932, no. 6079, 4. 
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influential political party, whose vision on the remembrance of Medz Yeghern, and 

consequently on the meaning of April 24, was informed by its own political program. For 

the ARF, the symbolism of the Armenian Republic was essential to demonstrate the 

meaning they were trying to put on the April-24-commemoration. 

These disagreements escalated over time and reached their peak in 1933. An 

editorial published in Hairenik on May 5, 1933, revealed that memorial events of that year 

did not pass without "troublesome and disgraceful incidents." According to the editorial, 

Dashnaks faced problems during the church commemorations in various places while 

trying to use the symbolism of the Armenian republic. In Providence, for example, the 

sympathizers of the ARF left the event because of a conflict over the use of the Armenian 

Tricolor and went to commemorate April 24 in their party club. In New York, the editorial 

claimed, one of the Ramkavars had demanded to replace the Tricolor with the flag of Soviet 

Armenia. The editorial, reflecting the ARF’s vision on remembrance, argued that memorial 

events in April are “meaningless from the national perspective,” without inspiring 

participants by the “great national ideals,” and the “soul of national self-defense and 

freedom.” Otherwise, the editorial continued, April 24 could not transform from “religious 

and individual mourning” to “national oath.” In this sense, the Tricolor was “the best 

symbol” of Armenians’ “national ideas, ideals, liberational efforts and self-defense 

struggles.” “If Armenia is not Free, Independent, and United, it does not mean that 

Armenians abandoned this ideal, and the Tricolor is the best symbol of that ideal,” the 

editorial concluded. 105  

 
105 Hairenik, May 5, 1933, no. 6385, 4.  
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 What began in memorial ceremonies in April, continued in other places and during 

other events, and eventually had a tragic end. On July 1, 1933, during the “Armenian Day” of 

the Chicago World’s Fair, where Armenians along other ethnic groups were invited to 

participate, a new conflict broke out because of the use of the Tricolor. The organizing 

committee (“Armenian Day” Executive Committee) had faced a serious dilemma concerning 

the flag. While the ARF insisted that the Armenian flag should be used, pro-Soviet groups 

rejected such a possibility. Eventually, the Executive Committee decided to prohibit the 

display of the Tricolor during the Fair. 106 However, the Armenian Tricolor appeared on 

stage because of a group of Armenian women and children. When the Archbishop Tourian 

saw the Tricolor, he ordered the flag removed, rejecting, otherwise, to deliver a welcoming 

speech. The efforts of the removal of the flag turned into a violent fight and ended with the 

intervention of police and arrest of some participants.107 This incident further escalated 

intra-communal conflict. The Dashnak press accused the Archbishop for the removal of the 

flag with the help of police and for triggering “a fight in front of thousands of foreigners.” 108 

The ARF labeled Tourain as “the agent of the Soviet government,” who condemned himself 

to “moral death” by his behavior. 109 Therefore, the Dashnaks argued that Tourian should 

resign in the interest of the Armenian people and Armenian Church.110 During the 

campaign against Tourian, he was even attacked and beaten during a picnic following a 

religious ceremony in the Church of Our Savior of Worcester on August 13, 1933. 111 The 

 
106 Documents on the Schism, 26․ 
107 For the ARF’s perspective on the incident, see Hairenik, July 8, no. 6438, 1–2, 4. For the organizing 
committee’s report, see Documents on the Schism, 25–29. 
108 Hairenik, July 8, no. 6438, no. 4.  
109 Hairenik, July 12, no. 6441, 4. 
110 Ibid. 
111 Worcester Daily Telegram, August 14, 1933, 1.  
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last and most tragic act occurred on December 14, 1933, at the Holy Cross Armenian 

Apostolic Church of Manhattan, during a service of Divine Liturgy. A group of men attacked 

and killed Tourian with a large butcher’s knife. 112 All nine arrested suspects were members 

of the ARF. On December 27, two days after the tragedy, Hairenik reported about this 

incident, however, the Dashnak party never took responsibility for this murder. 113  

The assassination found strong criticism in the Armenian community. Hunchakian 

and Ramkavar press harshly criticized the murder. Eritassard Hayastan called the murder 

an “unprecedented crime,” labeling the ARF as a “group of bandits,” and emphasized the 

political motivations of the crime. 114 Ramkavar press compared the assassination of 

Tourian with that of Abraham Lincoln.115 Hayastani Gotchnag, an Armenian Protestant 

weekly, defined the murder as "a blasphemous act" that “disgraced the Armenians in the 

eyes of the World.” 116  Moreover, and more importantly, the murder of the Primate further 

deepened the gap between the conflicting sides. It led to consolidation of anti-ARF 

communal organization, and the creation of a “United Front” against the Dashnak party. 

Between 1933 and 1939, the Armenian Church appeared to fall into crisis because of the 

confrontation of Dashnak and anti-Dashnak forces. To achieve a reconciliation within the 

community, the Catholicos of Ējmiatsin sent Plenipotentiary Archbishop Garegin Hovsepian 

to America in 1936, whose mission was unsuccessful, although he was elected as Primate in 

1939. Despite all his efforts, the Armenian American community remained divided.117 

 
112 New York Times, December 25, 1933, 3.  
113 Hairenik, December 27, 1933, no. 6580, 1. For more in 
114 Eritassard Hayastan, December 30, 1933, no. 17, 2.  
115 Armenian Mirror, December 29, 1933, no. 27–79, 2. 
116 Hayastani Gotchnag, December 30, 1933, no. 52, 1229. 
117 For more information, see Minassian, A History of the Armenian, 303 –306.  
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The intra-communal crisis of the 1930s, that led to a schism in the church, impacted 

the communal remembrance of the genocide and its commemoration. The pro-Dashnak 

and anti-Dashnak factions began to commemorate Meds Yeghern separately. An article in 

Hairenik, entitled Aprilean Sgaton (April Mourning Holiday), sought to explain the ARF’s 

view on the church’s role in the remembrance of Medz Yeghern. Specifically, the article 

noted that Bolsheviks and Turks did not allow Armenians to observe the April 24 Mourning 

Holiday in two parts of the Armenian historic homeland. Therefore, the article argued that 

because of political reasons neither Catholicos of Ējmiatsin nor the Patriarch of 

Constantinople were free to observe Mourning Holiday.  Even in America, the article 

argued, there were “elements” that sought to forbid respecting the memory of the Medz 

Yeghern, considering it as an anti-Soviet act.  However, the article argued that these 

attempts should not discourage Armenians, who “should commemorate Medz Yeghern 

even with more reverence and solemnity.” 118  In contrast to modest and mostly religious 

commemoration of the remaining community, the ARF and its supporters continued to 

organize various commemorative events in the following years. This is not to say that the 

ARF was apart from the church. Many Armenian American churches, whose councils were 

under the influence of the ARF, shared the commemorative narrative of the ARF, and many 

events of the Dashnaks occurred in these churches as well. 119 Pro-Dashnak clergy served in 

 
118 Hairenik, April 24, 1934, no. 6679, 1.  
119 See for example, the information about the memorial mourning ceremonies organized in 1934, Hairenik, 
May 8, 1934, no. 6690, 2. 



   

200 

 

these religious ceremonies as well.120  What is essential, however, Dashnak sympathizers 

and opponents did not participate in the rival group’s commemoration events. 121  

 

Conclusion 

Although conventional scholarship argues that Armenian massacres were forgotten 

in the interwar years, this chapter tells a different story. While the silence imposed on the 

topic by both the perpetrator state and the remaining world is a fact, this chapter, by 

concentrating on Armenian political parties and the Armenian Church, reveals that this is 

not necessarily the case for the Armenians of the United States. Armenian Americans were 

not silent; they did not forget their grief. Regardless the way everyone responded to 

traumatic memories, collectively they lived in a social structure of Armenian American 

communal life, in which social institutions remembered the past and played an essential 

role in the public and collective performance of these memories. As this chapter shows, the 

ideological, political, social, and cultural contexts in which these organizations emerged 

and operated influenced how they remembered the past. With different organizational 

aims and political orientations, they offered differing and contesting perspectives on the 

past, therefore, diversifying Armenian American memorial culture. On the other hand, as 

this chapter revels, the memory of Medz Yeghern, in turn, was an essential and even a 

central factor in a strong institution building in Armenian American community.   

 
120 See, for example, the memorial event in Detroit on April 26, 1936, presided by Ghevond Mardugessian, a 
pro-ARF clergyman. See Hairenik, May 10, 1936, no. 7302, 3.  See also another similar event in Cleveland, 
Hairenik, May 17, 1936, no. 7308, 3. 
121 See, for example, the editorial of this issue, Hairenik, April 24, 1936, no. 7289, 4.  
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 The Sovietization of the Republic of Armenia in 1920 and the Lausanne Treaty of 

1923 had a tremendous impact on the remembrance of Medz Yeghern in the United States. 

While the first event marked the partition of the Armenian republic and its takeover by the 

Bolsheviks, the second one closed the doors of Western Armenia for the survivors. In both 

cases, it brought new challenges to Armenian political parties and their territorialized 

vision of the Armenian nation.  While the ARF took an anti-Soviet orientation and 

continued the struggle for Western Armenia, the Hunchakians and Ramkavars accepted 

new realities around the Armenian Question and began to support the Soviet regime. The 

positioning of the political parties, especially in the issue of homeland, directly shaped the 

ways they remembered the catastrophe in this period. 

By rejecting the Soviet regime, the ARF considered itself the legitimate 

representative of the Armenian nation and preserved the symbols (flag and anthem) of the 

Armenian republic. By using these symbols during communal events, including April 24 

commemorations, the ARF sought to create a sense of continuity of statehood and 

Armenian national aspirations. The ARF retained the vision of “Independence and United 

Armenia” – that should combine Turkish and Soviet parts of Armenia – in its political 

program and advocated this vision within the Armenian diaspora. The dream of an 

“Independent and United Armenia” shaped the ARF’s narrative of the remembrance of 

Medz Yeghern. By accepting April 24 as Remembrance Day for the Armenian massacres, 

designated by the Church, the ARF brought its additions to the meaning of remembrance. 

On the path towards an “Independent and United Armenia,” the ARF sought to transform 

the individual traumatic memories of the survivors into collective remembrance, in which 

April 24 should be considered as a “day of national oath.”  More specifically, they believed, 
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this day should teach “lessons” to Armenians to exclude the possibility of a new 

catastrophe. To ensure the unrepeatability of Medz Yeghern, the ARF preached the concept 

of “self-defense” in their commemorative texts. As the largest political party in the 

Armenian diasporic communities, the ARF sought to foster a new identity among the new 

generation, in which the ability of “self-defense” was perhaps the most important lesson 

drawn from Medz Yeghern. At the same time, the ARF refused to identify April 24 with an 

uncritical celebration of Armenian self-defense battles, because, in their interpretation, 

these were only few cases with local significance. Although they emphasized the 

importance of all successful and unsuccessful cases of self-defense, and the party press 

always covered anniversaries of these cases, they believed that Armenian resistance, 

overall, was unsuccessful.   

Like the ARF, the Hunchakian party (and Ramkavars) participated in church 

memorial events on April 24. In their speeches and commemorative texts, however, 

Hunchakians were very cautious about the issue of the lost homeland. Although they had 

retained the issue of Turkish/Western Armenia in their political program, pro-Soviet 

orientation of the party moderated its vocabulary. Accepting Soviet Armenia as a 

homeland, the Hunchakians almost did not voice the issue of Western Armenia in their 

interwar commemorative texts. Instead, they developed a unique memorial practice – the 

June 15-commemorations of the execution of “Twenty Hunchakian Gallows.” Representing 

them as a sacrifice made by the party for the national cause, they waived the story of their 

martyrdom into a larger history of Medz Yeghern. In this narrative, “Twenty Hunchakian 

Gallows” were martyred as heroes so the nation could live, because they inspired Armenian 

self-defense battles, and even indirectly contributed to the emergence of Soviet Armenia. 
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Between the 1890s and the early 1920s, Armenian churches of America played an 

essential role in organizing commemorative services in various American cities. Since 

1922, the Armenian churches of America began to commemorate Armenian massacres on a 

fixed day – April 24 – designated by Catholicos Gevorg V of Ējmiatsin in late 1921. Being a 

transnational institution, the center of which was in Soviet Armenia, the Armenian Church 

chose a politically neutral and moderate definition for the day – “National Holiday – in 

remembrance of [our] innumerable martyrs during the World War.” All Armenian 

Americans, even Protestants, accepted April 24 as a Remembrance Day. Yet, Armenian 

American organizations, especially political parties, sought to introduce their narratives 

into April 24 annual commemoration events. These attempts were major challenges for the 

leadership of Armenian Church of America, which appeared in the center of political 

confrontation between anti-Soviet Dashnaks and Soviet sympathizers. Moreover, there was 

also a pressure from Ējmiatsin against the ARF’s anti-Soviet propaganda and the attempts 

of politicizing commemorative events. The attempts of the Armenian Church in America of 

avoiding political confrontations with political parties and making April 24 a unifying day 

for all Armenians, collapsed. The collision of contested memories led to the murder of 

Archbishop Tourian and the schism of the Armenian American church, as well as the whole 

community. This schism in turn led to separate commemorations of April 24 by two 

conflicting groups.  

In sum, Armenian political parties and the Church were instrumental in 

transforming the individual memories of the survivors into collective remembrance. In this 

major cultural enterprise, each of them brought their perspectives, which, in turn, were 

influenced by the cultural trends, ideological and political incentives, as well as the larger 
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geopolitical situation in Eastern Europe and the Middle East.  Overall, the tragic past 

applied to them in three distinct ways. First, they sought to honor and mourn the innocent 

victims of Medz Yeghern. Second, they used memory to fight individual and collective 

losses. Here, as in the previous period, the remembrance of the victims was intermingled 

with the fate of a homeland, which virtually became an unachievable dream in the post-

Lausanne world, because Armenian Americans were not able to change the international 

politics around the Armenian Question. Nevertheless, the problem of a nationally unified 

homeland continued to occupy a central place in the cultural and political thoughts of 

Armenian Americans. For the ARF, remembering Medz Yeghern was an important part of 

their struggle for “Independent and United Armenia.” Finally, Armenian American 

organizations remembered Medz Yeghern to foster a new identity and strong community 

building. While the church sought to use memory to unite all Armenians around the church, 

the ARF used the memory of the catastrophe to “teach” young Armenians an ability of “self-

defense,” and interpret April 24 as a “national oath.” 
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Chapter 4: Remembering Medz Yeghern in the Interwar Years: Armenian 

Compatriotic Unions 

Introduction  

The political developments around the Armenian Question in 1920–1923, and 

especially the Lausanne Treaty of 1923 also largely impacted the activities of the Armenian 

compatriotic unions of the United States. Not only did the Lausanne Treaty exclude any 

possibility of an Armenian political presence in Western Armenia, but it also enabled the 

Turkish government to close the doors of the Armenian historic homeland for the survivors 

and their descendants. For compatriotic societies, Medz Yeghern was not only a pan-

Armenian catastrophe, but it also meant the destruction of their former villages and towns. 

Initially created for assisting educational enterprises in their previous settlements in the 

Ottoman Empire, the primary concern of these societies changed. Each compatriotic 

union’s primary concern was now assisting financially their surviving compatriots 

scattered all over the world. The concern over the fate of compatriots intermingled with 

the anxiety created by the destruction of their settlements largely impacted how these 

societies remembered Medz Yeghern in the following decades. 

This chapter explores how and why Armenian compatriotic unions of the United 

States remembered Medz Yeghern.  For that purpose, the chapter looks at the main forms 

of activities of these societies to trace how the memory of Medz Yeghern functioned for 

them – the construction and naming of new settlements in Soviet Armenia, the production 

of memorial books, and the celebration of self-defense battles that occurred during Medz 

Yeghern. Based on a close examination of these three types of activities, this chapter argues 

that compatriotic societies were important agents in shaping collective memories of Medz 
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Yeghern, which, in turn, was central to their institution building. More specifically, like 

political parties, the memory functioned for them to fight losses and celebrate a distinct 

identity. However, while political parties employed memory in their general imagination 

and political struggle for the lost homeland, the compatriotic unions fought losses by 

recreating and renaming lost settlements in Soviet Armenia. Memory also functioned for 

them to foster a sense of continuity between lost settlements and the newly founded ones. 

Finally, for compatriotic unions, memory was a tool to struggle against the oblivion and 

denial of Medz Yeghern. 

This chapter’s major contribution to scholarship is that it reveals how Armenian 

compatriotic unions contributed to Armenian American remembrance and how they 

diversified the collective memories of Medz Yeghern. It also offers insight into many fewer 

known aspects of the history of these societies. The chapter is based on the extensive use of 

archival documents, periodicals, and other publications of these societies.  

 
Compatriotic Unions and the Remembrance of Medz Yeghern 

“Having left our birthplace, scattered as wanderers, without any hope of return…” 

were the opening words of the Fenesse memorial book, published by Armenians from 

Fenesse (Kesaria, Ottoman Empire) in Detroit in 1935.1 These words exemplified the 

condition and feelings of many Armenians in the United States grouped in compatriotic 

unions during the interwar periods. Besides being a personal and pan-Armenian national 

tragedy, Medz Yeghern meant a loss of their birthplace and its people for many survivors 

 
1 Abik Galfayan, Nerses Nersessian, and Alexan Gregorian, eds., Fēnēssēi houshamatian [Memorial Book of 
Fenesse] (Detroit: Abik Galfayan Publ, 1935), 3.  



   

207 

 

and compatriotic unions. While in their commemorative activities the Armenian Church 

and political parties emphasized the loss of the Armenian nation as a whole and the 

common homeland – Western Armenia, for compatriotic unions, the central pillar of 

remembrance was the sorrow over the fate of local villages, towns, and their people. This 

important factor influenced and shaped the ways they recollected Medz Yeghern. Given the 

growing number and large membership of these unions, and their subsequent importance 

in the Armenian communal structure of the United States, these unions became important 

agents in the communal remembrance of the Medz Yeghern.  

The observation of the history of most compatriotic unions reveals some important 

generalities. The loss of local towns and villages, overall, functioned for them in three 

distinct yet interrelated ways. First, they launched large transnational projects of founding 

new communities in Soviet (Eastern) Armenia and naming them after their lost villages and 

towns. Second, they engaged in the production of what they called houshamatian 

(memorial book) or patmagirk‘ (history book) as written memorials to the loss. And finally, 

some of the compatriotic unions designated annual remembrance days and began to 

commemorate specific episodes of Medz Yeghern that were directly related to their 

communities and had also pan-Armenian significance. The investigation of these practices 

opens another important layer of the Armenian American remembrance. 

 

Founding and Naming New Communities  

On December 30 (31), 1923, the meeting of the assembly of the deputies of the 

Union of American Armenians from Arabkir (Amerikahay Arabkirts‘ineri miut‘iwn) gathered 

on 107 East 26th Street, Manhattan, NYC to discuss and plan their further activities in a new 
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geopolitical order in the Middle East created after the Lausanne Treaty.2 Among the 

questions on the agenda, one stood out for its urgency and larger significance: the 

possibility of the establishment of  “Nor Arabkir” (New Arabkir) in Soviet Armenia.3 

Whereas some records pinpoint the factor of historical memory, pragmatic considerations 

were more significant beyond such an idea.4  In this meeting, the deputies bitterly 

concluded that despite the tremendous sacrifices of their union to help the survivors in the 

afterward of the catastrophe, the “efforts were insufficient.”5 In response to the Armenian 

massacres, the union had already reconsidered its organizational purposes during the 

Great War and shifted the focus of activity from educational to relief work raising and 

sending thousands of dollars through different channels to the Near East Relief.6 

Recognizing the ineffectiveness of this kind of aid, as well as considering the impossibility 

of a political solution to the problem, and the lack of a consolidating national movement 

among Armenians after 1923, the union decided to “send the survivors to Armenia, provide 

job and living opportunities, at the same time continuing to support them.”7  Following this 

meeting, the union sent an official letter to the government of Soviet Armenia asking for a 

 
2 Nor Arabkir, December 1925, no. 1, 2. See also Andrnaik (Antranik) Poladian, Patmut‘iwn Hayots‘ Arabkiri 
[History of the Armenians of Arabkir ] ( New York: Arabkir Union of America, 1969), 889–890. 
3 Ibid.  
4 According to community historian Andranik Poladian, this idea came up during the family occasion in the 
house of Tiran Jorepanian, a Sebastats‘i Armenian, who supposedly said, “Why do not we build a town in 
Armenia, name Arabkir, and send our unfortunate compatriots there. After all, did not our ancestors rebuild 
Arabkir two-three times in different places?” See Poladian, Patmut‘iwn Hayots‘ Arabkiri, 975–876. 
5 Nor Arabkir, December 1925, no. 1, 2. 
6 In response to wartime massacres of Armenians, Arabkirts‘i Armenians formed the Arabkir Reconstruction 
Union, in addition to educational unions formed earlier.  This organization was designed to support genocide 
survivors and raised thousands of dollars for that aim. In 1922, two organizations merged, forming the 
Arabkir Educational and Reconstruction Union. In 1923, the organization was renamed the Union of American 
Armenians from Arabkir (Amerikahay Arabkirs‘ineri miut‘iwn). See Poladian, Patmut‘iwn Hayots‘ Arabkiri, 
870–871. 
7 Nor Arabkir, December 1925, no. 1, 2. 
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“piece of land” for their ambitious project. 8 The official response of the government was 

encouraging and triggered excitement within the community. 9 On July 24, 1924, the Union 

of American Armenians from Arabkir sent Mkrtich Ghazikian and Misak Vardanian as 

representatives for the negotiation with the government about location, and other 

important details of the proposed project. 10 

Following the successful negotiations, Ghazikian and Vardanian signed an official 

agreement with the Yerevan Executive Committee (the city government) on May 3, 1925. 

According to this document, the latter granted 610 dessiatines (around 665 hectares) of 

land between Yerevan, Kanaker village, Hrazdan and Getar rivers to the Union of American 

Armenians from Arabkir “for the construction of a separate city named ‘Nor Arabkir’.” 

According to the agreement, Yerevan city was obliged to provide water for drinking and 

irrigation. The union, in turn, was obliged to build houses according to the general plan of 

Yerevan by Alexander Tamanian, without exceeding its borders.11 

Despite the support of the Soviet government, including the granted “free” land, the 

Union of American Armenians from Arabkir needed serious investments to construct new 

houses, apartment buildings, necessary infrastructures, and to transport survivors from 

various parts of the world there, and provide them with the jobs and living means. For 

these purposes, the central administration of the union launched its major fundraising 

program in October 1925 with a target of collecting $100,000 in six months, providing the 

first $20,000 from the organization’s budget. 12  In its appeal to the Armenians of the United 

 
8 For more details, see Poladian, Patmut‘iwn Hayots‘ Arabkiri, 875–878.   
9 Ibid.   
10 Nor Arabkir, December 1925, no. 1, 2. 
11 National Archives of Armenia (NAA), Collection no. 447, Register 1, File 16, p. 1.  
12 Nor Arabkir, December 1925, no. 1, 3 –4. 



   

210 

 

States, the union stated that Nor Arabkir came to be a solution for the survivor problem, 

who after “suffering for ten years” after Medz Yeghern were still in “dangerous 

uncertainty,” and whose “only hope was on the Arabkirts‘is of America and abroad.”13 In the 

following month, local branches of the union organized fundraising events in New York, 

Philadelphia, Los Angeles, and other cities to gather the required money. 14  Over time, they 

organized many similar fundraising campaigns for the successful completion of this project. 

The official foundation and dedication of the new town took place on November 29, 

1925, several months after the signing of the agreement. The presence of local and high-

level state officials, high ranked Communist party members, including guests from the 

neighboring Soviet Republic of Georgia emphasized the solemnity of the event. In his 

speech, A. Karinian, the head of the Central Executive Committee (government) of Armenia, 

noted that diaspora Armenians “should take Nor Arabkir as an example and build numbers 

of new communities… Long live Nor Arabkir, long live Diaspora Armenians, long live Soviet 

Armenia!” 15 A. Kostandian, the head of the Yerevan Executive Committee, in turn, added 

that by founding Nor Arabkir, “Western Armenians” also participated in state building of 

Soviet Armenia.16 Following the welcome speeches, Mkrtich Ghazikian with the leaders of 

the republic laid the cornerstones of the first building. A silver plaque bearing the 

inscription of the Soviet Armenian Coat of Arms, the date, and the names of representatives 

of the republic and compatriotic union was deposited in one of these stones. 17  Arabkirts‘i 

 
13 Ibid., 5. 
14 For more information on the activities of the branches of this organization, see Nor Arabkir, January 1926, 
no. 2, 14–16.  
15 Nor Arabkir, January 1926, no. 2, 10–12. 
16 Ibid., 12. 
17 Nor Arabkir, January 1926, no. 2, 13. 
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Armenians participating in this event, had banners with the following texts: “We will raise 

the glory of the reviving homeland with the power of our arms. Long live the homeland of 

Armenian workers!” Another poster reads: “Soviet Armenia – A shelter for Armenians of 

Nor Arabkir, 1925, November 29.”18  

The Union of American Armenians from Arabkir was not alone in its undertaking.  

New York-based Educational Union of Evdokia had launched the construction of Nor 

Evdokia village close to Ējmiatsin, Soviet Armenia.19 Sebastats‘i (from Sebastia) and 

Malatiats‘i (from Malatia) Armenians of the United States launched similar projects. The 

April 1925 issue of Alis, the official organ of the Sebastia (Sivas) Reconstruction Union 

published in New York, contained a letter from Armenia written by Sebastats‘i fedayi 

Vahagn Nalbandian discussing the possibility of establishing a village for around 100 

Sebastats‘i survivors in Soviet Armenia and asking for financial assistance of the 

compatriotic union.20  A month later, in May 1925, the assembly of the deputies of this 

organization decided to found Nor (New) Sebastia in Soviet Armenia, given the 

impossibility of a return to “old” Sebastia.21 In the February 1926 issue, the same periodical 

heralded that this organization joined with smaller compatriotic unions of neighboring 

 
18 Ibid., 11. 
19 For more information on Nor Evdokia, see Arev, February 9, 1926, no. 2119, 1;  
 Arshag Alboyadjian (ed.), Patmut‘iwn Ewdokioy Hayots‘. Teghagrakan, patmakan ev azgagrakan 
teghekut‘iwnnerov [History of Armenians in Tokat: With Topographical, Historical, and Ethnographical 
Information] (Cairo: Nor Astgh Press, 1952), 1626–1630; S. M. Tsots'ikian, Arewmtahay Ashkharh [The 
Western Armenian World] (New York: Hratarakut'iwn S. M. Tsots'ikian Hobelianakan Handznakhmbi, 1947), 
189.   
20 Arakel Patrik (ed.), Patmagirk‘ Hushamatian Sebastioy ev gavari hayut‘ean [History of the Armenians of 
Sebastia and Neighboring Villages], vol. 2 (New Jersey: Publication of Pan Sebastia Rehabilitation Union, 
1983), 456. The Sebastia (Sivas) Reconstruction Union was founded in 1919. After absorbing “Ayk” Union 
(founded in 1921) in 1936, this organization was renamed to the Pan-Sebastia Reconstruction Union, Inc.  In 
1950, the union changed its name one more time, becoming the Pan Sebastia Rehabilitation Union, Inc. See 
Constitution and By-Laws of the Pan-Sebastia Rehabilitation Union, Inc. (New York, 1968), p. 14.  
21 Patrik, Patmagirk‘ Hushamatian Sebastioy, vol, 2, 440.  
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villages of Sebastia. They formed the “Cooperative Society of New Sivas” (Nor Sebastioy 

Hamagortsakts‘akan Ěnkerut‘iwn) in order “to gather” their “remnants within the 

boundaries of Armenia around the same idea.” 22 Thus, according to this declaration, the 

purpose of the construction of “Nor Sebastia” was to solve the survivor problem and secure 

their lives by transporting them to Soviet Armenia.23 As in the case of Nor Arabkir, they 

sent their representative (Aram Zardarian) to Yerevan to plan and launch the project with 

the Soviet government and build a “new and larger Sebastia.” 24  Almost simultaneously, the 

assembly of deputies of the Malatia Educational Society25 gathered in Cleveland on 

September 6, 1925, and decided to do their best in raising funds for the liberation of 

Malatiats‘i survivors kept in slavery in Turkish households, as well as “to establish a 

borough named Nor Malatia in Soviet Armenia,” and transport the survivors there.26 Both 

projects were successful, and like Nor Arabkir, Nor Malatia (1927) and Nor Sebastia (1928) 

were born as neighborhoods of Yerevan city. Similarly, other compatriotic unions 

established Nor Butania (1925), Nor Kharberd (1930), Nor Kesaria (1934), and other 

settlements. 

What Armenian Americans established in Soviet Armenia were small boroughs and 

villages that initially consisted of a few buildings. Yet, these projects required large 

financial investments and years of hard work. Not only did they need accumulated capital, 

 
22 Alis (New York), February 1926, no. 1, 1.  
23 Alis, February 1926, no. 1, 2. 
24 Ibid. 
25 The Educational Society of Malatia (Malatioy Krtasirats‘ Ěnkerut‘iwn)was founded in New York in 1904. 
The primary purpose of this organization was to establish a high-level college in Malatia, Ottoman Empire.  In 
1924, the organization decided to transport survivors from Malatia to Soviet Armenia and began to negotiate 
with the government. See, Arshag Alboyadjian (ed.), Patmut‘iwn Malat‘ioy Hayots‘: teghagrakan, patmakan, ev 
azgagrakan [History of the Armenians in Malatia: With Topographical, Historical, and Ethnographical 
Information] (Beirut: Sevan, 1961), 1299–1305.  
26 Alboyadjian, Patmut‘iwn Malat‘ioy Hayots‘, 1358 –1359.    



   

213 

 

but they also had to operate in a very organized and effective way to afford such 

expenditure. For example, Taron – Turuberan Compatriotic Union, organized by the 

Armenians from Mush and Sassoun and adjacent villages, was not able to launch such a 

project because of the lack of sufficient financial sources, even though they had sent some 

$15,000 to the survivors by 1926.27 Those who possessed substantial financial resources, 

accumulated their capital through regular fundraisings, funds from the wills of deceased 

members, and donations. Besides, some of them established businesses or rented their 

properties. The Sebastia Reconstruction Union, for example, by establishing a workshop of 

Armenian carpets in Aleppo, Syria and selling the products in the United States in the 

1920s, made tens of thousands of dollars of profits.28 An important source of income for the 

Malatia Educational Union was the rent of its properties in New York and Hoboken, NJ, and 

reinvestment of the gained funds. Over decades, they accumulated substantial amounts of 

money. The Malatia union gathered some $460,000 between 1904 and 1952.29 The 

Sebastia union, raised around $830,000 between 1920 and 1983.30 They were not immune 

to upheavals of the US economy, especially during the Great Depression, when the Union of 

American Armenians from Arabkir lost their main property because of the inability to pay 

mortgages.31 But overall, most of the unions could survive and thrive in the following 

 
27 Hairenik, October 15, 1932, no. 6218, 2. The Taron-Turuberan Compatriotic Union (Tarōn-Turuberan 
Hayrenakts‘akan miut‘wn) was founded in Granite City, Il in November, 1917.  The organization aimed (a) to 
assist “educational, cultural, and economic development” of the Armenians from Taron-Turuberan, and (b) to 
support those who were in financial need. Later, they began to publish Taroni Artsiv (Eagle of Taron). For 
more information on this compatriotic union, see Karo Sasuni, Patmut‘iwn Tarōni ashkharhi (The History of 
the Land of Taron) (Beirut: Central Committee of Taron–Turuberan Compatriotic Union, 1957), 1081–1112.  
28 Patrik, Patmagirk‘ Hushamatian Sebastioy, vol, 2, 440. 
29 Alboyadjian, Patmut‘iwn Malat‘ioy Hayots‘, 1438–1440. 
30 Patrik, Patmagirk‘ Hushamatian Sebastioy, vol, 2, 454–455.  
31 Poladian, Patmut‘iwn Hayots‘ Arabkiri , 883. 
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decades. Eventually, new settlements in Soviet Armenia required continuous investments 

from the US-based compatriotic unions. 

The hospitable attitude of the Bolshevik government of Armenia towards their 

projects was conditioned by several factors. Although some Soviet Armenian historians 

tended to emphasize the goodwill of the government to help survivors, this interpretation 

does not provide a sufficient framework for understanding the complexity of the issue and 

overlooks the financial and ideological components.32 After the disastrous War 

Communism economic system during the Russian Civil War between 1918 and 1921, the 

newly founded Soviet state was in desperate economic condition in the early 1920s, trying 

to find solutions in the New Economic Policy (NEP) of the 1920s. The NEP gave some 

concessions to foreign investors, encouraging the influx of foreign capital to the Soviet 

state. In addition to the economic problems common in all Soviet republics at the time, 

Armenia was in a more vulnerable economic condition.  The Bolshevik annexation of the 

parts of the Armenian Republic and subsequent Sovietization was preceded  by the 

disastrous Turkish–Armenian war (1920 September –December), when Turkish 

nationalists, after killing Armenian inhabitants of the Ottoman Empire, carried out a 

“miniature genocide,” as genocide scholar Vahakn Dadrian put it, against the population of 

the Armenian Republic with the aim to have “Armenia be annihilated politically and 

physically.”33 Although the Turkish nationalists were not as successful there, as they were 

in Western Armenia, this war brought unprecedented devastation to Eastern Armenia with 

 
32 See, for instance, the following work, Hovik Melik‘set‘yan, Hayrenik‘-sp‘yuṙk‘ aṛnch‘ut‘yunnerě ev 
hayrenadardzut‘yuně, 1920-1980 tt.. [Armenia-Diaspora Relations and the Repatriation, 1920-1980] 
(Yerevan: Yerevan University Press, 1985). 
33 Dadrian, The History of the Armenian Genocide, 358–360. 
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a death toll estimated between 60,000 and 198,000 victims among Armenian civilian 

population.34 The Bolshevik takeover of the Armenian Republic prevented the final 

destruction of all Armenians there, but it was not an easy task to build socialism in a 

devastated country. Soviet Armenia needed financial support from diasporic communities 

in the United States and Europe.  

Beyond the economic factor, the Communist party and government sought to 

present themselves as a better alternative to Armenian traditional political parties. The 

promise of recovery for the devastated country and support to survivors served as a 

“trump card” for Armenian communists against their competitors – Dashnaks, Hunchaks, 

and Ramkavars. In its appeal to genocide survivors scattered in the various parts of the 

Middle East in 1921, the Communist Part of Armenia declared,  

The Communist Party of Armenia follows your superhuman Golgotha, 

unspeakable sufferings with greatest sympathy … Being cut off from you, 

the CPA did not and could not voice its word as long as bourgeois parties 

held the fate of Armenia and Armenian proletariat in their hands. Having 

taken over the power in Armenia, we initiate steps to put an end to your 

sufferings forever by the will of Armenian peasants and proletariat. 35   

This call virtually heralded a major project, intended to organize the immigration of 

survivors to Soviet Armenia.  

For proper organization of work in diasporic communities, the Soviet government 

founded the Committee for Aid to Armenia (Hayastani Ognut‘yan Komite, HOK) in Yerevan in 

 
34 E. Sargsyan, R. Sahakyan, Hay Zhogovrdi patmut‘yan nengapokhumě turk patmagut‘yan mej [The distortion 
of the Armenian history in the Turkish historiography] (Yerevan: Haipethrat, 1963), 60, 76. 
35 National Archives of Armenia, Collection no. 114, Register 89, File 38 –39.  
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September 1921. The main purposes of the HOK were (a) to support “economic and 

cultural buildup of the country,” and (b) “help the population of Armenia during famines 

and disasters.” 36  The HOK statute enabled the use of financial resources of various unions 

and non-governmental entities.37  By creating the HOK and opening its branches in various 

countries, including the United States, the Soviet Armenian government institutionalized 

the involvement of diasporic capital in Soviet Armenia.38 The HOK sought to use 

propaganda in diasporic centers to present Soviet Armenia as a homeland for everyone, 

even though only a negligible percent of Armenians abroad were from the area of Soviet 

Armenia. In the second half of 1921 and in 1922, the HOK appealed several times to 

diaspora Armenians and reminded them that the Soviet government mobilized its 

resources “on the sacred land of Ararat” to rebuild the ruined country and fight 

forthcoming famine. The HOK called upon all Armenians “from Europe to the Americas and 

from Egypt to India” to support what they had dreamed for centuries about – a “free and 

prosperous homeland.” All Armenians were expected to come together around “Mother 

Armenia.”39   

This context explains why compatriotic unions succeeded in their projects in Soviet 

Armenia. Their aims clearly fitted with the objectives of the Soviet Armenian government. 

By allowing the establishment of new settlements, the Soviet government extracted 

significant resources from diasporic communities for the buildup of the country and the 

 
36 Statut Hayastani Ognut‘yan Kentronakan Komiti [Statute of the Committee for Aid to Armenia] (Yerevan: 
Tresti Arajin Tparan, 1924), 3.  
37 Ibid., 5–6. 
38 Melik‘set‘yan, Hayrenik‘-sp‘yuṙk‘ aṛnch‘ut‘yunnerě, 152–170. 
39 A. A. Sargsyan, “Hayastani ognut‘yan kommitei himnadir pastat‘ght‘erě.” [Founding Documents of the 
Committee of Aid to Armenia] Lraber Hasarakakan Gitut‘yunneri  2(2003), 184–199. 
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repatriation of survivors. 40 No less important was the non-political nature of compatriotic 

unions. As a rule, they were not political organizations, and, overall, sought to remain 

neutral in the squabbles between traditional political parties. For instance, the Pan-

Sebastia Reconstruction Union’s constitution had a specific article (N4) that forbade this 

organization’s participation in the initiative that were “political in nature.”41 This approach 

not only brought compatriots with various political views together for a common cause, but 

it largely facilitated work with the Soviet government.  Therefore, in this cooperation, both 

sides benefited from pushing forward their own agendas.  

Nevertheless, neither compatriotic unions were immune to the pressure coming 

from political parties, nor were all Armenians in the United States eager to perceive Soviet 

Armenia as a homeland. Some compatriotic unions refused to launch projects in Soviet 

Armenia. The Taron – Turuberan Compatriotic Union, despite some debates within their 

organizations, did not found “Nor Taron” not only because of the lack of sufficient financial 

resource but, as community intellectual Karo (Garo) Sasuni put it, such an endeavor was 

“inappropriate to the spirit of Taron.” According to him, “such a deed was equal to the 

betrayal of sacred tradition and the denial of the existence of Taron.”42 Sasuni was a well-

respected intellectual and the author of Patmut‘wn Tarōn Ashkharhi (History of Taron), the 

memorial book of this compatriotic organization. This was not just a personal take on the 

issue, but the dominant view within their union, since it found its expression in their 

memorial book. Such a perspective on Soviet Armenia, found support from the ARF and its 

 
40 For more information on Armenian repatriation, see Armenuhi  Step‘anyan,  XX dari hayrenadardzut‘yuně 
hayots‘ ink‘nut‘yan hamakargum [Twentieth Century Repatriation of in the System of Armenian Identity] 
(Yerevan:  “Gitutyun” Press, 2010). 
41 Constitution and By-Laws of the Pan-Sebastia Rehabilitation Union, Inc. (New York, 1942), p. 2. 
42 Sasuni, Patmut‘iwn Tarōni ashkharhi, 1107. 
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press. One of the issues of Hairenik opened with the discussion of this question, arguing 

that the founding and naming of new settlements in Soviet Armenia meant an 

abandonment of the old homonym towns: 

What Tarontsi [Armenian from Taron – GV] can commit such a crime 

against his historic glorious homeland? I do not think that Taron has given 

birth such a devil, who can forget the graves of his ancestors, native 

memories and sanctities, soil and water, mountains and plains of our 

lovely Taron, and willingly give it to the Turks.43 

Even the foundation of Nor Sebastia, one of the most successful initiatives of 

Armenian Americans, caused a serious disagreement among the Sebastats‘i Armenians. As 

in the case of Taronts‘is, many Sebastats‘is considered Nor Sebastia unacceptable because 

they believed that by establishing and supporting Nor Sebastia, they would forget and 

abandon “old” Sebastia. Eventually, this disagreement led to a schism within their 

organization in 1932–1933. Those who opposed the idea of Nor Sebastia left the Sebastia 

(Sivas) Reconstruction Union and established the Compatriotic Union of Armenians from 

Sebastia (Sebastats‘ineru hayrenakts‘akan miut‘iwn). This new organization began to 

publish its own biannual bulletins (Lusaber, later Dzayn Sebastio) and should “deal only 

with the past and present of Sebastia and its people.”44 They believed that the Sebastia 

(Sivas) Reconstruction Union was under the influence of the Bolsheviks and refused to 

cooperate with them until the end of its existence in the 1970s.45 

 
43 Hairenik, February 14, 1935, no. 6926, p. 1. See also Hairenik, September 14, 1934, no. 6799, p. 1. 
44 Patrik, Patmagirk‘ Hushamatian Sebastioy, 441–445. 
45 Ibid. 
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Despite the contesting perspectives, a significant number of compatriotic unions 

successfully completed their projects in the following decades. As already discussed, by 

establishing new towns, villages, or boroughs, compatriotic unions sought to make their 

relief efforts for survivors more efficient. But Armenian Americans had a long history and a 

remarkable experience in helping compatriots during both the Hamidian and World War I 

massacres in different ways. They continued to support compatriots, finding out various 

ways to do that, especially given the hospitable attitude of the Soviet Armenian 

government. For example, although the Taron-Turuberan Compatriotic Union did not want 

and basically could not afford to found “Nor Taron,” they continued to support their 

compatriots. Many survivors from Taron found shelter in the villages of Aragatsotn region 

of Armenia without establishing “Nor Taron.” This fact indicates that for many compatriotic 

unions founding and naming new settlements had more implications than just helping 

survivors.  

By establishing and naming new settlements, compatriotic unions sought to identify 

the compatriot survivors and their descendants with the past. Because there was no chance 

for a return to Western Armenia in the Post-Lausanne World, many compatriotic unions 

chose to reconstruct their lost communities in another part of the historic homeland. It was 

a kind of “revival of lost homelands in Soviet Armenia,” as community intellectual Yeghia 

Sirvard put it in his speech during the event organized by the Providence branch of 

Sebastia Reconstruction Union on January 24, 1926.46  To be sure, they understood that 

what they were engaged in was rather construction than reconstruction.  Nor Arabkir was 

completely different from “old” Arabkir not just because of the city plan or location. “Old” 

 
46 Alis, February 1926, no. 1, 7.   
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Arabkir remained in the past, ruined and devastated, while Nor Arabkir was about the 

present and future. However, it was the word “Arabkir” that allowed compatriots, -- and 

especially their descendants, who never saw “old” Arabkir – living in a new location to 

identify with the past and create a sense of continuity between the lost town and their new 

location.  

Finally, the new settlements were designed to foster a group identity, and especially 

conflate it with a new location. Like memorial books, naming sought to help build new 

identity based on the values coming from the past. Rather than repeating they 

complemented each other. As Vahe Haig, the editor of Kharberd memorial book put it, 

these towns and memorial books formed an ensemble. While memorial books preserve 

“soul, mind, and unwavering will” of the ancestors, the new towns and villages provided 

“material building” for these values.47  With the new settlements, compatriotic unions 

sought to emancipate survivors from misery and “humiliating condition of being a refugee,” 

to assemble them in Soviet Armenia, so that they and their descendants could continue “to 

be Armenian.”48 While their relocation to Soviet Armenia was a struggle against possible 

assimilation in diasporic communities, preserving what they considered Armenian identity, 

naming the new location of their settlements after old cities sought to attract and attach 

them to the new location. These new locations in Soviet Armenia were unfamiliar to these 

survivors but naming them after the destroyed communities of their origin was expected to 

provide more reason for survivors to move and live in Soviet Armenia.   

 
47 Vahe Haig (ed.), Kharberd ev anor voskeghēn dashtě: hushamatian azgayin, patmakan - mshakut‘ayin, ev 
azgagrakan [Kharpert and her Golden Plain: A Book of the History, Culture, Industry, and Ethnology of the 
Armenian Therein] (New York: Kharberd Compatriotic Union, 1959), 23. 
48 Ibid., 1052. 
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Producing Memorial Books 

We are pandukhts,49 scattered all over the World. Wherever we are, 

we always will feel that we are pandukhts. Which is to say, we will never 

forget that we had a Homeland that continues to talk with our soul… 

It is this feeling that deepens from year to year among the 

remnants of Armenian life scattered all over the four sides of the world.  

The desire of founding new towns and boroughs named after our seized 

birthplaces and the efforts of writing memorial books devoted to them are 

the expression of that [feeling]… Namely, [Armenians – GV]… show that 

they have not forgotten and cannot forget their beloved Homeland.50   

This excerpt from the foreword written for the memorial book on Kesaria (now 

Kayseri) by Torgom Koushagian, the Armenian Patriarch of Jerusalem in 1937, reveals 

another aspect of the activities of compatriotic unions – the production of memorial books, 

known as hushamatian.  The term “hushamatian” comes from two Armenian words “hush” 

(memory or memorial) and “matian” (book, manuscript) and literally means a memory or 

memorial book. As a genre, despite its precedents in medieval Armenian literature, it has 

been largely developed after Medz Yeghern.51 At its core, these books are kind of a 

 
49 It is difficult to give an exact translation of the Armenian word “pandukht.” It means wanderer, exile, 
refugee, alien, foreigner, someone who is deprived from his birthplace.  
50 Arshag Alboyadjian (ed.), Patmut‘iwn Hay Kesarioy: Teghagrakan, Patmakan, ev azgagrakan usumnasiru 
t‘iwn [History of Armenian Kesaria: Topographical, Historical, and Ethnographical Study], vol. 1 (Cairo: Hagop 
Papazian Press, 1937), i. 
51 There is a similar Armenian word “hishatakaran” that stands for “colophon” in the Medieval literary 
tradition.  Like hushamatian, the term hishatakaran derives from hush (memory, remembering) and means a 
place or space of memory, remembrance. See Hrach’ia Acharian, Hayeren Armatakan Bararan [Armenian 
Etymological Dictionary]. Volume 3 (Yerevan: Yerevan State University Press, 1977), 399. A similar definition 
can be found in Nor bargirk haikazian lezvi, one of the earliest and comprehensive dictionaries of the 
Armenian language. See Gabriel Avetikian, Khachatur Surmelian, and Mkrtich Avgerian (eds.), Nor bargirk 
haikazian lezvi (New Dictionary of Classical Armenian Language), Vol. 2 (Venice, Italy: Mechitarist 
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testimonial literature, since they offer a detailed description of the destruction with rich 

firsthand accounts. However, unlike other individual or community publications of the post 

–1915 period, these books offer more than just a mere account of the catastrophe. Above 

all, hushamatians are general histories of the Ottoman Armenian towns and villages from 

the ancient times to the time of Medz Yeghern. They cover political, social, cultural, and 

religious trends that shaped the life of these communities. Most memorial books also 

include the history of activities of their compatriotic unions abroad, including in the United 

States. Besides, memorial books offer insight into local art, architecture, literature, music, 

regional dialect, customs and traditions, family life, biographies of prominent individuals, 

and many other aspects of daily life. While some sections represent a rich body of primary 

sources, other parts resemble case studies by the editors or contributors.  With hundreds, 

and sometimes more than a thousand pages of text, pictures, and maps, these books are a 

microcosm of the life of the destroyed communities and their people.  

Although many scholars have used these books as sources for Ottoman Armenian 

history, their emergence, historical context, and the process of production have remained 

 
Congregation Press, 1837), 359. As a genre, however, according to one definition, hishatakaran (colophon) is 
not a separate book, but rather it is a part of a larger manuscript and refers to the information about the 
creators and circumstances related to the creation of a given manuscript. For more details, see Levon  
Khachikian (ed.), 15rd dari hayeren dseragreri hishatakaranner [The hishatakarans of the Armenian 
manuscripts of 15th Century] (Yerevan: Armenian SSR Academy of Sciences Publication, 1950), vii.  Yet, 
hishatakaran had been used not only as an Armenian equivalent for colophon, but some early Middle Ages 
Armenian historians, including Eghishe and Ghazar Parpetsi, used it with the meaning of “memory,” 
“manuscript,” and “history.” In the late modern period, the word “hishatakaran” was used in some Armenian 
publications with similar meaning. It is here that hishatakaran and houshamatian resemble each other. See 
these two examples: Aleks Krikorian and Sedrak Karakiozian, Hishatakaran Everek – Fenesse (Paris: Publ. of 
Ter-Hakobian, 1963), English translation – Aleksan Krikorian, Evereg-Fenesse. Its Armenian History and 
Traditions, (Detroit, MI: Evereg - Fenesse Mesrobian Roupinian Educational Society, 1990). Misak‘ Khralian, 
Balahovit, hay vorbi mě aprumnerě hayajinj sarsapnerēn: hayreni hishatakaran [Balahovit, the Experience of 
an Armenian Orphan: Hishatakaran] (Sofia: Masis, 1938). 
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largely unexplored. 52 Two bibliographies compiled by Sarkis Karayan and Mihran 

Minassian provide a glimpse on the scale of this major cultural enterprise. By 1980, 

Karayan identified about ninety volumes with about 80,000 pages.53 Minassian’s 

bibliography, published in 2014, comprised several hundred titles. In his introductory 

notes, Minassian reflects on the methodological problems on the definition of hushamatian, 

given their broad and diverse content. However, he notes that hushamatian is a post-

genocide phenomenon produced in a specific historical context and moment.54 While 

Minassian’s insightful bibliography offers a kind of general understanding of the scope of 

the produced books, it also leads one to pose new questions about how and why these 

memorial books have been published. Moreover, one may also wonder why compatriotic 

societies paid such attention to the detailed account and celebration of pre-disaster life, 

although catastrophe is the central aspect of these books. And finally – and most 

importantly – what process of the creation of these books can add to our understanding of 

Armenian American remembrance?55 

 
52 Jennfier Gurahian’s article on the village of Parchanj is an attempt to examine Armenian memorial books. 
By analyzing Manoog B. Dzeron’s Village of Parchanj. General History 1600-1937, she argues that village 
histories “speak more about the place their authors came to, rather than the place they came from.” See 
Jennifer Gurahian, "In the Mind's Eye: Collective Memory and Armenian Village Ethnographies," Armenian 
Review 43 (1990): 20. Memorial books constitute and has been used as important sources of Armenian 
Genocide and overall Ottoman Armenian history. For example, two major research projects of recent years 
largely relied on and kind of continue what the editors of Armenian memorial books intended – the 
preservation of the history and memory of Western Armenian culture. USLA professor Richard Hovanissian’s 
Historic Armenian Cities and Provinces, series of international conferences and subsequent publications, 
covering the historical, political, cultural, religious, and economic legacy of Armenian Plateau, and Berlin 
based historian Vahé Tachjian’s Houshamadyan, a major digital project that seeks to make available “all 
aspects of the history of the Armenians in the Ottoman Empire” on digital platform.  
53 Sarkis Karayan, "Histories of Armenian Communities in Turkey," Armenian Review 33, no. 129 (1980): 89. 
54 Mihran Minassian, “Tracking Down the Past: The Memory Book (‘Houshamadyan’) Genre – A Preliminary 
Bibliography” in Ottoman Armenians: Life, Culture, Society, vol. 1, ed. Vahé Tachjian (Berlin: A Houshamadyan 
Publication, 2014), 235–264. 
55 While this research does not aim to offer a comprehensive study on Armenian memorial books, it seeks to 
reveals some important aspects of them placing their production it in the context of the activities of 
compatriotic unions with a specific emphasis on Armenians of the United States. 
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By producing memorial books, compatriotic unions pursued different but 

overlapping objectives. The most common and evident goal, as the word “hushamatian” 

suggests, was the preservation of the memory of the destroyed communities and their 

people. The editors of memorial books on Amasia and Kharberd defined their aims using 

similar words – the former wanted “to perpetuate Amasia and its provinces,”56 the latter – 

“to perpetuate … the ruined old Kharberd.”57 Following their primary purpose, the 

compatriotic unions dedicated volumes to either the whole Armenian nation or the 

Armenians of the given community. The Malatia compatriotic union devoted its volume “to 

the memory of the Armenian Martyrs of Malatia,” while Amasia’s volume was “In Memory 

of the One Million and a Half Armenian Martyrs of 1915.”58 In some cases, dedication was 

more complex. The volume on Arabkir was devoted not only to the memory of “innocent 

victims of 1915 Medz Yeghern,” but also to the prominent citizens of the destroyed 

community and those who came up with an idea to reconstruct New Arabkir.59 

Hushamatians came to be seen as a tool to remember what had been lost.  

Aiming to preserve the memory of the destroyed communities and their people, 

compatriotic unions built what Pierre Nora called “lieux de mémoire.”60 As memory spaces, 

hushamatians, whether defined by their editors as “museum,” “memorial,” “monument,” or 

“pantheon,” preserved, mediated, and transmitted group memory with specific accents and 

meaning. Beyond the desire to “perpetuate” the ruined villages, towns and “martyred” 

 
56 Gabriel Simonian, Hushamatian Pontakan Amasioy [The Memorial Book of Pontic Amasia], (Venice: n.p., 
1966), 5. 
57 Haig, Kharberd ev anor voskeghēn dashtě, 17. 
58 Simonian, Hushamatian Pontakan Amasioy, 5.  
59 Poladian, Patmut‘iwn Hayots‘ Arabkiri, xiv.    
60 Pierre Nora, “Between Memory and History: Les Lieux De Mémoire,” Representations, no. 26 (1989): 9. 
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people, compatriotic unions put additional meaning in group memory. The volume on 

Malatia was described as a “memorial to the old and new Armenian Martyrs of Malatia, 

who defended the Armenian Church, Homeland, Culture at the price of their blood” and 

could “fight and martyr themselves heroically.” 61 Kesaria’s volume was defined as a 

monument (memorial) as well, created by “martyred Kesaratsis” who “even did not have 

their graves.” 62 Another editor called his volume a “written museum,” and even a 

“pantheon” for the martyrs, so that the new generation could learn not only about the 

sufferings but also “moral and spiritual qualities,” and “boundless power of resistance” of 

the Armenian nation.63  

The emphasis on the heroic past was designed to serve the contemporary needs of 

the survivors. It reflected the anxiety over the fate of the surviving compatriots scattered 

from the Middle East to the United States. Compatriotic unions believed that memorial 

books could help to preserve Armenian, even compatriotic identity among survivors.64 

Ghazar Chareg, the editor of the memorial book on Karin (Erzurum), put this common 

concern among diaspora intellectuals more simply – these books “should struggle against 

assimilation that ruins the new generations” and “undermines” Armenians’ “collective 

existence and ideals.”65 In this context, compatriotic unions needed more than just stories 

of destruction and sufferings. It is no wonder that each compatriotic union put such 

emphasis on the virtues of the killed compatriots and their achievements. The Karin 

 
61 Alboyadjian, Patmut‘iwn Malat‘ioy Hayots‘, xii–xiii.  
62 Alboyadjian, Patmut‘iwn Hay Kesarioy, vii.  
63 Ghazar Tchareg (ed.), Hushamatian Bardzr Haik‘i: Karinapatum [Memorial Book of Upper Armenia – 
History of Karin] (Beirut: Mshak, 1957), 6.  
64 In addition to the financial supports to survivors, compatriotic unions were concerned about the 
preservation of their Armenian and even compatriotic identity in various parts of the World.  
65 Tchareg , Hushamatian Bardzr Haik‘i: Karinapatum, 5–6. 
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compatriotic union aimed “to inform the new generations about the virtuousness of the 

ancestors.”66 The volume on Kesaria had a similar purpose – by preserving old customs and 

tradition in these books, the union aimed to restore and preserve “the moral world of old 

Kesaria.”67 The accent on the heroic past and virtues of the ancestors should be an 

“inspiration” for their “exiled compatriots in the Diaspora.”68 Moreover, this book should 

serve as “the Arc of the Covenant” for the new generation against potential 

“degeneration.”69 Like the Ark of Covenant for Israelites, the memorial book should guide 

and protect Armenians in their journey to their promised land. Kesaratsi Armenians, as this 

book argued, needed the “moral values” preserved in that “Arc of Covenant” for the 

“construction” of New Kesaria.”70  

Following their pursued aims, editors first gathered individual memories and 

accounts of survivors, creating “collected memories.”71 Then, they moved the focus of 

remembrance from individualistic traumatic stories to more a collective experience, in 

which they emphasized the heroic past and virtuousness of the ancestors.  At its core, 

similar to the practices of naming places in Soviet Armenia, memorial books were designed 

to support a sense of continuity and compatriotic unity and operated as an important tool 

in the common imagination of the past. Beyond this, memorial books functioned as what 

Michael Foucault called a “counter memory” to challenge the official mainstream memory 

 
66 Ibid., 5.  
67 Alboyadjian, Patmut‘iwn Hay Kesarioy, vii. 
68 Ibid. 
69 Ibid. 
70 Ibid. 
71 See Jeffrey K. Olick, "Collective memory: The two cultures." Sociological theory 17, no. 3 (1999): 333–348. 
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on Armenian massacres.72 Most of the memorial books have been written in the interwar 

and postwar periods, even though many of them were published in the 1960s and later. As 

already discussed in the opening of this chapter, this period between 1920s and 1960s, had 

marked a new realpolitik in the Middle East, and the topic of “the greatest crime of the 

war,” as former President Theodor Roosevelt characterized Armenian massacres in 1918, 

faded from American public sphere.73 Unlike in the 1910s, when – using  another former 

presidents’ words – “Armenia was known to the American school child in 1919 only a little 

less than England,” the interwar years ousted the Armenian theme from mainstream 

memory. 74 With memorial books, compatriotic unions sought to symbolically resist the 

imposed silence and articulate Medz Yeghern’s memory at least in Armenian American 

public sphere.  

Unlike other types of memorials, however, memorial books went beyond the 

creation of lieux de mémoire that mediated “counter memory.”  In its “final shape,” group 

memory was not presented in a passive way, but as already shown, with specific accents 

and interpretations. Compatriotic unions sought to produce an alternative history, one that 

would recognize their presence and agency in the past. Like memory, history can provide a 

shared understanding of the past and its connection to the present, but history, at least how 

they conceived it, is more reliable, “scientific,” and documented version of the past, more 

powerful, and credible way to present alternative to imposed exclusive mainstream 

 
72 Michel Foucault, Language, Counter-Memory, Practice, trans. D.F. Bouchard and S. Simon, (Ithaca, NY: 
Cornell University Press, 1977). 
73 Theodore Roosevelt, The Letters of Theodore Roosevelt ed. E. Morrison (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1954), Vol. 8, 6328. 
74 Herbert Hoover, The Memoirs of Herbert Hoover:  Years of Adventure, 1874–1920 (New York:  Macmillan, 
1951), 385. 
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history. Accordingly, many memorial books have the word patmagirk‘ (history book) in 

their titles.   

Regardless of the focus on the glorious past, great ancestors, and powerful 

resistance, the documentation and presentation of Medz Yeghern was one of the most 

essential tasks of memorial books. Eventually, as an alternative to the mainstream 

exclusive history that silenced their experience, memorial books were designed to voice 

and show the historical injustice against Armenians. To be sure, this purpose was 

apparently shaped by the ongoing Turkish denial of the massacres. In this instance, 

compatriotic societies believed that the collected and preserved "irrefutable facts" about 

the “Great Crime” against the Armenian nation would help to advocate the Armenian cause 

“with unbroken faith.”75 Comparing memorial books with the remains of Pompeii in Roman 

Italy, Vahe Haig believed that hushamatian should serve as a “live record” of the past to tell 

the tragic stories of “new Pompeiis.” However, unlike its Roman counterpart, the ruins of 

Kharberd perpetuated the perpetrator’s “laughter at its innumerable victims and the 

civilized World.”76 With hundreds of pages of descriptions, eyewitness accounts, and other 

materials, each memorial book also had a similar purpose.  

To add credibility to their alternative, some editors reflected on how they perceived 

history and what historical inquiry meant for them. In this regard, Andranik Poladian’s 

introduction to the volume on Arabkir is remarkable. For him, history is a “record of the 

events and figures of the past,” and history writing is the way to make sure that “the past 

would not die and live with the next generations.” According to him, a good historian 

 
75 Poladian, Patmut‘iwn Hayots‘ Arabkiri, xiii. 
76 Haig, Kharberd ev anor voskeghēn dashtě, 20–21. 
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should have skills and sufficient materials to write about historical facts “in the right way.” 

In addition to listing his primary sources, mentioning the necessity of critical approach, he 

also emphasized the need to be “fair to everyone.” For Poladian, the historical objectivity 

meant to be cautious with “debatable questions,” especially regarding the activities of 

Armenian “national organizations.” With this kind of perception of objectivity, Poladian 

sought to avoid tensions within the compatriotic union, since it unified many people from 

different Armenian political parties. No less important was his attempt to place his volume 

in the historiographical trends of his time. Trained as a historian with a BA degree from the 

American University of Beirut, Poladian’s approach to history was informed by the arriving 

social turn in history writing. Like some historians in Western academia, Poladian 

reminded the reader that history was no longer a celebration of “courts, noble houses, and 

religious institutions,” but rather should focus on the “great absent,” – ordinary people.77 

Poladian’s tendency to link his edited volume to the emerging new social history 

apparently aimed to legitimize Armenian memorial books as a genre of historical inquiry.   

Poladian’s historiographical and methodological reflections can make more sense, if 

one considers the fact that memorial books were largely produced outside of academia. 

Moreover, not all memorial books were written by professionally trained historians. Each 

compatriotic union sought to trust the compilation and editing to an intellectual, who was 

originally from the same town. The editor of Kharberd memorial book was kharbertsi 

writer Vahe Hayk. The volume on Sebastia history was compiled by sebastatsi Arakel 

Patrik, a survivor of Medz Yeghern, who was a painter. Not all unions were successful in 

finding a proper compatriot intellectual. For example, historian and literary scholar Arshag 

 
77 Poladian, Patmut‘iwn Hayots‘ Arabkiri, x. 
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Alboyadjian edited four volumes on different Armenian communities, including Kesaria, 

Evdokia, Malatia, and Kutina (Kütahya).78 It seems Arshag Alboyadjian’s edited volume on 

Kesaria (1937) influenced the formats of the other memorial books published later.79 

Although memorial books are similar in terms of format, they offer varying writing and 

interpretative mastery, depending on the academic background of the editors.  

Nevertheless, whether professionally trained or not, editors were not operating as 

traditional academic historians isolated in their ivory towers, but shared authority over the 

text with the leadership of and collaborated with ordinary members of compatriotic 

societies. In many cases, compatriotic unions created special commissions on memorial 

books to supervise and support editors’ efforts.80 For example, in its address to fellow 

countrymen published in Hairenik in August, 1935, the Karin compatriotic union of Boston 

encouraged fellow countrymen to share their stories with the editor, declaring that 

everyone’s obligation was to support the publication of the memorial book in order to 

remember their “glorious past” and “lives and deeds” of their ancestors.81 One of the 1949 

issues of Nor Arabkir, the official organ of the Arabkir compatriotic union, was devoted to 

their memorial book. It called on compatriots to participate in the project with the 

following statement: “Give what you have today to perpetuate your history, tomorrow will 

be late.”82 Editors, in turn, were expected to work closely with community members to 

collect all necessary information and sources and respect everyone’s perspective on the 

 
78 The first three books have been already mentioned and discussed. The fourth one is Arshag Alboyadjian 
(ed.), Hushamatian Kutinahayeru [Memorial Book of the Armenians of Kutina] (Beirut: k. Tonikian Publ., 
1961) 
79 Karayan, "Histories of Armenian Communities in Turkey,” 90. 
80 See, for example, Alboyadjian, Patmut‘iwn Malat‘ioy Hayots‘, xi. 
81 Hairenik, August 17, 1935, no. 7081, 3. 
82 Nor Arabkir, May 1949, no. 32, 1.  
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past.  It is no wonder that the creation of many memorial books had a very high cost in 

terms of time, often lasting decades. For instance, Poladian noted that the volume on 

Kesaria is a result of a work of 30 years, during which he wrote more than 500 letters to 

community members.83  

This process of the creation of memorial books resembles what became known as 

“public history” in the final quarter of the twentieth century. The editors of memorial books 

acted as public or community historians, since not only did they help the compatriotic 

public do their own history, but also helped them in understanding their mission in the 

interpretation of the events of their common past.84  To be sure, the collaboration and 

sharing the authority was not always successful between the editors and compatriotic 

unions. For example, the Sebastia memorial book was initiated in 1940, however, the 

selected editor from France failed to complete the project in the given time. In the case of 

Kharberd, two parallel books were published because of the conflict between the editor 

and the union, one by Manoug Jizmejian in 1955, another by Vahe Haig in 1959.85 However, 

these cases were rather exceptions than a general rule. Each compatriotic union authored 

its own history by active participation of community members.   

  

 
83 Poladian, Patmut‘iwn Hayots‘ Arabkiri, viii.  
84 Oral historian J. Ronald Grele, reflecting on this issue, defined the task of the public historian as “to help 
members of the public do their own history and to aid them in understanding their role in shaping and 
interpreting events.” Grele, Ronald J. "Whose Public? Whose History? What is the Goal of a Public Historian?" 
The Public Historian 3, no. 1 (1981): 47-48.  
85 Little is known about this conflict, but each publication contains some piece of information about it. 
According to Jizmajian, the Kharberd Compatriotic Union, although promised to sponsor and publish the 
volume, it failed to do that because of “misunderstanding, personal preferences, and biases.” As a result, he 
published the book as a personal initiative (See Manug Djizmedjian, Kharberdē ev ir zavaknerē [ Kharpert and 
Its Children] (Fresno, CA: M. G. Jizmejian,1955), 733). Without much elaboration, the union summarized its 
version of the conflict in one sentence: “the history of such a province could not be trusted to persons without 
training and with only ambitions” (Haig, Kharberd ev anor voskeghēn dashtě, 16). 
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Commemorating Resistance  

On June 2, 1935, the members of the Boston branch of Vaspurakan Compatriotic 

Union gathered in the ARF’s Watertown club to remember together the twentieth 

anniversary of the resistance in Van-Vaspurakan during the Medz Yeghern.86 The event 

included performances of songs and several speeches. In his talk, Grigor Kajberuni, a 

participant of the resistance, argued that resistance of local Armenians in 1896 inspired the 

next generation to do that in 1915 as well. Vardan Karapetian from New York, another 

speaker, made participants to remember the fearsome scenes of Van after the massacres, 

when the bodies of killed Armenians were scattered in plains, rivers, and in the lake of Van. 

Then he continued: 

How great would our grief be without heroic battles in Van and a 

few places that fill our hearts and souls with pride. Glory to the people of 

Van and Vaspurakan who fought heroically and won… Armenian mothers 

should inspire their sons by heroic battle of Van, as well as Musa Ler, to 

raise a generation with the idea of freedom, so that they [the new 

generation – GV] understand the pains and demands of Armenian people, 

and when the time comes, they give their best and fulfill Armenian 

national dreams.87  

 
86 This commemorative event was preceded by the gathering of the general assembly of this union that 
decided to prepare and publish a book devoted to the “history of social, educational, and revolutionary life of 
Vaspurakan during the last five hundred years.” The result of this decision was the following book: Pan-
Vaspurakan Compatriotic Union, Vaspurakaně ev ir taragir zavaknerě [Vaspurakan and its Exiled Sons] 
(Boston: Hairenik, 1942) 
87 Hairenik, June 21, 1935, no. 7033, 1–2. 



   

233 

 

 He was not only the one who connected the remembrance of resistance with the 

future of the homeland. Doctor Tashjian, the last speaker of that event, reflected on 

historical past and finished his talk with the following words, “As long as the heroic spirit of 

Vaspurakan remains within us and passes down to the next generation, be sure, we will put 

the flag of freedom on the Fortress of Van.”88 The ceremony was closed by the performance 

of Mer Hairenik, the Armenian national anthem, and, according to Hairenik newspaper, 

people went home with “unforgettable memories of the heroic battle of Vaspurakan and 

bright lights of the future.”89 

One can understand the compatriotic pride about the defense of Van, if one 

considers the fact that this event not only had local but larger importance for the Armenian 

nations.90 This is one of the few cases of successful resistance, although the outcome was 

unfavorable for Armenians. In response to the ongoing violence, Armenians of Van 

organized a self-defense in April-May of 1915 and could stand against the Ottoman 

perpetrators until Armenian volunteers entered the city with the Russian Army. Russian 

military authorities appointed Aram Manoukian, one of the leaders of resistance, as a 

governor of the region. However, despite the major sacrifices the defender of Van made and 

the initial success, the Armenian population was ordered to evacuate the city in July 

following the successful counterattack of the Turkish nationalists.  The Russians regained 

the region shortly after, and some Armenians returned to Van; however, following the 

 
88 Ibid.  
89 Ibid.  
90 In the 1910s, several unions of vaspurakantsi Armenians existed in Boston, Detroit, New York, New Jersey, 
and California. These unions unified and established the General Union of Vaspurakan (Hamavaspurakani 
Ěndhanur Miut‘iwn) in Detroit, MI in 1931. The organization changed its name to the  General Society of 
Vaspurakan (Hamavaspurakani haireneakts‘akan miut‘iwn) in 1939. See Vaspurakaně ev ir taragir zavaknerě, 
83–90. 
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Bolshevik Revolution, the Ottomans regained the city in 1918, which eventually led to the 

evacuation of the remaining Armenians.91  

Vanets‘i Armenians commemorated their heroic battle of resistance (aprilian 

herosamart) by publishing and dedicating books to that event. In this regard, the Tabriz 

(Iran) branch of this compatriotic union published Vaspurakan: Van-Vaspurakani Aprilian 

herosamarti Tasnevhingameaki aṙ‘iv, 1915 –1930 (Vaspurakan: On the Occasion of the 

Fifteenth Anniversary of the Heroic battle of Van-Vaspurakan) in 1930. 92 This volume with 

more than 500 pages and 130 photos and maps depicted the self-defense battles in the 

Vaspurakan region, including Arjak, Timar, Hayots Dsor, and Shatakh. This volume sought 

to inspire its readers by the various Armenian military and political leaders, including 

Andranik, Dro, Keri, Hamazasp, and others. Although the initiatives of this volume came 

from the Iranian branch of the compatriotic union, and the book was published in Venice, 

Italy, it was widely distributed among Armenian Americans by the printing house of 

Hairenik newspaper.93 Similar publications appeared in various Armenian diasporic 

communities.94 

Another major event during the catastrophe that had been commemorated among 

Armenians was the self-defense battle of Musa Ler (Musa Dagh). In 1915, the Armenians of 

local villages around Musa Ler in what is now Hatay province of southern Turkey organized 

 
91 There are a lot of primary and secondary sources on this event. See, for example L. Ajemian (ed.), Husher 
Armenak Ekariani [Memoirs of Armenak Ekarian](Cairo: Nor Astgh, 1947), 81–82. Richard G. Hovannisian, 
Armenia on the Road to Independence, 1918 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1967), 55–57. 
92 Vaspurakan Compatriotic Union, Vaspurakan: Van Vaspurakani Aprilian herosamarti tasnevhingameaki aṙ‘iv 
[Vaspurakan: On the Occasion of the Fifteenth Anniversary of the Heroic Battle of Van-Vaspurakan] (Venice, 
Italy, Mechitarist Publ., 1930). 
93 Hairenik, April 1, 1931, no. 5750, 1.  
94 See for example this publication, Vaspurakan Compatriotic Union, Herosamarě: Hratarakvats Vani Aprilian 
herosamarti 16rd tarelits‘i aṙ‘iv [The Heroic Battle: On the Occasion of the 16th Anniversary of the April heroic 
Battle] (Aleppo, Syria: Tparan College, 1931).  
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a successful resistance and were saved by the French navy.  Although there were not many 

Musa Ler Armenians in the United States, and their compatriotic union was formed in 

Beirut, Lebanon, this event was commemorated much more solemnly in other diasporic 

communities, but the Armenian American press always paid special attention to the 

remembrance of this event. For example, in its March 5 1930 issue, Hairenik newspaper 

published an appeal by H. Bursalian, the author of a book on this event, that called upon to 

support the idea of constructing a memorial on Mount Musa. According to that plan, given 

the fact that September 13, 1930, would mark the fifteenth anniversary of the resistance, a 

“pantheon-monument” would be constructed devoted to the eighteen heroes killed during 

this event. According to Bursalian, if “they see that from the depth of their graves, they will 

bless” those who participated in this initiative and “will sleep soundly and undisturbed and 

they will be assured that their blood has been not forgotten and their memory has 

remained their indelible.” 95 The same newspaper dedicated its editorial to the resistance of 

Musa Ler on September 14, 1930, arguing that Musalerts‘is “were not alone in the 

celebration. All conscious Armenians… rejoice with Musalerts‘is on the occasion of this 

holiday, wishing that the spirit demonstrated fifteen years ago” remains for “the Armenians 

of today and tomorrow.” 96   

 Whereas the remembrance of the resistance in Van or Musa Ler was some sort of 

pride for a given compatriotic union, the memory of the Battle of Arara had a more general 

connotation. To be sure, this event, neither happened in 1915, nor in historic Western 

Armenia.  However, this battle and its memory was important for Armenian Americans 

 
95 Hairenik, March 5, 1930, no. 4523, 3.  
96 Hairenik, September 14, 930, no. 5585, 4. 
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with different compatriotic belonging because a large part of the Armenian Legion was 

composed of Armenian Americans. 97 The veterans of this battle had founded The Union of 

the Armenian Legion (Hay lēgēonakan miut‘iwn) that had branches in various American 

cities and Egypt. This non-political organization aimed to (a) preserve patriotism in the 

diasporic communities and organize meetings, lectures, and (b) support legionnaires with 

disability.98 Every year, on September 19, this organization organized events to remember 

the Battle of Arara and 22 volunteers who lost their lives in it.99 In one such event 

organized in the Armenian Apostolic Church of Boston on September 22, 1937, T. 

Karapetian, one of the speakers, proclaimed, “Arara was fought for Ararat, for the nation, so 

that it could live…”100 The meaning of Arara for community was summarized in an editorial 

of Hairenik on September 19, 1934.  According to the editorial, the Battle of Arara was not 

the most fatal and important event of that period. It was important because (a) Armenian 

volunteers could “teach a lesson” to the perpetrators, (b) the legionnaires “raised the moral 

prestige of the Armenian nation for the Allied and the World,” and (c) the Battle of Arara 

created an important political capital of the Armenians, and (d) it raised the self-confidence 

of the Armenian nation.101  The same editorial concluded that “it is doubtless, Arara will 

constitute one of the phases of the epopee of the Armenian nation,” which will “inspire” the 

new generations. 102  

 
97 This event has been already discussed. 
98 Hayastani Gotchnag, April 3, 1926, no. 14, 566. 
99 See, for example, Hairenik, September 2, 1934, no. 6788, p. 3. Twenty-two Armenian volunteers were killed 
in the battle.  
100 Hairenik, October 1, 1935, no. 7118, 3.  
101 Hairenik, September 19, 1934, no. 6801, 4. 
102 Ibid.  
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Since most of the Armenian towns and villages did not organize self-defense against 

Ottoman perpetrators, not all compatriotic unions could commemorate resistance.  

Although all memorial books emphasized local and smaller cases of resistance in most of 

the Armenian populated regions of the Ottoman Empire, they had no major significance. 

Nevertheless, the Pan-Sebastia Reconstruction Union, for example, came up with an original 

idea to commemorate the difficult past. In 1936, this union adopted a decision that 

designated the first Sunday in May as a Day of Armenians of Sebastia (Sebastats‘ineri or).103 

This decision enshrined in Article 26 of the constitution of this organization, according to 

which “each branch must celebrate every year on the first Sunday of May as the ‘Day of 

Sebastians,’ arranging special affairs for the day conforming to local conditions.”104 May 

was not a random choice, since three important events for Sebastia Armenians took place 

during that month – (a) the deportations from Sebastia in 1915, (b) the founding of Nor 

Sebastia in 1927, and (c) the repatriation of the first group of Sebastats‘s from France to 

Nor Sebastia in 1928. 105  An editorial in one of 1937 issues of Nor Arabkir, official organ of 

this compatriotic union, revealed two important meanings, as well as the function of this 

commemorative day. First, it should be “the symbol” of their “revival in Nor Sebastia.” All 

branches of the union should “celebrate and remember together the glories of the past and 

bright hopes for the future.” In other words, the First Sunday of May should symbolize a 

new beginning in Nor Sebastia. Second, it was expected that all Sebastats‘is should “stand 

 
103 It was initially decided to name this day as “The Day of Nor Sebastia – the day of Sebastats‘is” (Nor 
Sebastiayi Or- Sebastats‘ineru Or). See Nor Sebastia, 1937, no. 2–3, 2. On May 29, 1937, during the general 
assembly of the deputies, the union decided to commemorate the day as “the day of Sebastats‘is” 
(Sebastats‘ineru or). See Ardzanagrut‘iwn Hamasebastats‘iakan shinarar miut‘ean andranik hamagumari 
[Minutes of the First Congress of Pan-Sebastia Reconstruction Union] (New York, 1937), 8. 
104 See Constitution and By-Laws of the Pan-Sebastia Rehabilitation Union, Inc. (New York, 1968), 19. 
105  Ibid., 6.   
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up for a minute of silence” as “a respect to the memory” of their “innumerable graveless 

loved ones.” The editorial believed that “a minute of pilgrimage” during the celebration 

would help them better understand their “obligation.”106 Obviously, that obligation was the 

ongoing construction of Nor Sebastia, which required new resources from them. While “a 

minute of silence” aimed to “perpetuate their memory,” Nor Sebastia should also serve as a 

response to the perpetrators. “We should take revenge for them by reconstruction,” the 

editorial concluded. 107 

Despite the apparent differences, these two kinds of commemorative activities 

reveal more common elements about compatriotic remembrance. Whether they celebrate 

resistance or the construction of the new settlements, in both cases Medz Yeghern was the 

central aspect of the remembrance. By remembering and celebrating self-defense battles, 

the compatriotic unions sought to tell their members and their descendants that their 

experience was not only about massacres and sufferings. Rather they wanted to 

demonstrate that their fellow compatriots took action in the past, since they were martyred 

as heroes for their village, town, and the whole Armenian nation. Similarly, the 

construction of the new settlements in Soviet Armenia and their naming after the 

destroyed homonym communities was also a post-genocide symbolic resistance to the 

perpetrators. Unlike the time of massacres, now they were fighting against silence and 

oblivion. Not only were they fighting, but they were winning in the rebirth of their 

settlements in Soviet Armenia.  

 

 

 
106 Nor Sebastia, 1937, no. 4, 3 –4. 
107  Ibid.  
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Conclusion  

Armenian compatriotic unions sought to remain neutral in the politically polarized 

Armenian American community. With some similarities, their approach to the past was 

significantly different from that of the Church and political parties.  This was conditioned 

by their organizational purposes and functions. Initially created to assist educational 

enterprises in their former villages and towns in the Ottoman Empire, the post-Lausanne 

geopolitical situation changed the direction of their activities. The fate of the surviving 

compatriots scattered all over the world became their primary concern. Memory of Medz 

Yeghern functioned for them to address this main concern. This also explains how and why 

they recalled Medz Yeghern, and how similar and different it was from similar practices by 

the Armenian Church and political parties. Overall, these unions engaged in three types of 

activities, in which one can trace the presence of the past – the construction and naming of 

new settlements, the production of memorial books, and the celebration of self-defense 

battles and the foundation of new settlements. 

Whether they established and named new settlements in Soviet Armenia; wrote and 

published memorial books; or commemorate resistance during the genocide, they had 

three distinct but interrelated goals. First, memory was a way to achieve a sense of 

continuity between the destroyed and newly established settlements.  Second, by collecting 

individual memories of destruction and transforming them into collective memories, they 

also sought to reinforce a new identity among survivors and achieve strong institution 

building. Compatriotic unions used the memory of self-defense battles of 1915 to depart 

from the “identity of survivor” to a new revived Armenian identity, which should be proud 

of its past, as well as fight assimilation in the diasporic communities. Finally, memory 
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functioned for them as a tool for the struggle against the denial of their suffering. The 

production of memorial books was perhaps among the most important initiatives in this 

sense aiming to offer an alternative to the exclusivist mainstream history and memory. 

These unions collected and published various firsthand accounts to document the national 

catastrophe believing in the victory of justice. 
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Chapter 5: Towards the Fiftieth Anniversary:  
Memory in the Postwar Period, 1945–1965 

Introduction  

The Armenian American remembrance of Medz Yeghern reached a new destination 

in the postwar years. In this period, Armenian Americans were able to transcend the walls 

of communal remembrance and make steps towards internationalization of the memory of 

Medz Yeghern. This major move occurred in response to some changes in international 

politics and the Soviet attitude towards the Armenian Question. Moreover, the emerging 

genocide discourse in the postwar period further transformed Armenian American 

remembrance. Not only did it contribute to further internationalization of the topic, but it 

also impacted how various groups in the community remembered the difficult past.  

This chapter examines how the meaning of Medz Yeghern evolved in the postwar 

period. It opens with the discussion of the new international context created in the final 

years of World War II.  More specifically, it reveals how Soviet territorial claims toward 

Turkey and the Soviet - American rapprochement “reopened” the Armenian Question, and 

how these developments impacted the Armenian American remembrance of Medz 

Yeghern. This chapter also examines how the Holocaust, the Nuremberg Trials, and the 

adoption of the Genocide Convention in 1948 influenced the memory process of Medz 

Yeghern.  Finally, this chapter explores how the political changes in the Soviet Union in the 

1950s further influenced the transnational evolution of the memory of the Armenian 

massacres. The chapter ends with the discussion of the fiftieth anniversary of Medz 

Yeghern in the Armenian American community. This chapter’s overall argument is that the 

post-war development around the Armenian Question had both an “internal” and 

“external” impact on the Armenian American remembrance. Despite the contesting views 
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on the past, the genocide discourse provided a common ground and language for various 

Armenians organization for the remembrance. It allowed them to tell their story about the 

past to the outside world in a more understandable language for that world.   

 
  
World War II and the “Reopening” of the Armenian Question 

The Nazi invasion to the Soviet Union on June 22, 1941, and the Japanese attack on 

Pearl Harbor on December 7 of the same year, drew the USSR and the United States into 

World War II. This changed the scope of the war, as well as the geopolitical atmosphere in 

the World. The Bolshevik empire and democratic West, two ideological rivals, became close 

allies. These changes had major consequences for Armenians. 

While concentrating on the war, the Soviet leadership eased the political 

repressions and sought to mobilize all resources toward the war efforts. These changes 

were also visible in the Soviet policy toward religious institutions, including the Armenian 

Church. After the mysterious death of Catholicos Khoren Muradbekyan (1932–1938) – the 

popular belief connected his death with the authorities – the Soviet authorities had 

forbidden the Armenian Church to elect a new Catholicos, and the throne remained vacant 

from 1938 through1945. Given new realities, Gevorg Chorekchyan, as locum tenens, 

appealed to the Soviet leader Joseph Stalin on January 1943, asking to allow opening a bank 

account in the Soviet state bank for a pan-Armenian fundraising to create a “Sasuntsi 

David” tank regiment within the Soviet army.1 On January 26, Stalin approved his request, 

after which Gevorg Chorekchyan appealed to all Armenians with a kondak calling upon 

 
1 He followed the example of the leadership of Russian Orthodox Church, which also contributed to the war 
efforts of the Soviet State. See Step‘an Step‘anyants‘, Hay Aṙak‘elakan Yekeghets‘in Stalinyan Bṙnapetut‘yan 
ōrok‘ [Armenian Apostolic Church during the Stalin’s Dictatorship] (Yerevan: Apollon Press, 1994), 139. 
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every Armenian to actively participate in the fundraising and assisting the efforts against 

the Nazi regime.2 As a outcome of this project, two “Sasuntsi David” tank regiments were 

created that participated in the battles for Ukraine, Belarus, and Baltic states. Stalin 

appreciated the contribution of the Armenian Church and accepted Gevorg Chorekchyan in 

his office on April 19, 1945.3 Thus, Stalin recognized the Armenian Church and allowed 

Armenians to elect a new Catholicos. Eventually, on June 22, 1945, shortly after the 

capitulation of Nazi Germany, the National Ecclesiastical Assembly convened in Ējmiatsin 

and elected Gevorg Chorekchyan as Catholicos of All Armenians (Gevorg VI, 1945–1954).4 

The transformation of Stalin’s policy toward the Armenian Church, however, had 

other, perhaps more important causes. The growing territorial ambitions of the Soviet 

Union was among them. When the representatives of the Armenian Church parishes from 

all over the world gathered in Ējmiatsin for the election of a new catholicos they also 

learned about the ongoing discourse about the potential return of Armenian historic lands 

from Turkey. Before the election of the Catholicos, the Soviet Foreign Minister Vyachelsav 

Molotov, in his conversation with Selim Sarper, the Turkish ambassador to Moscow, had 

already discussed the need of the adjustment of the Soviet-Turkish border.5 Joseph Stalin 

talked more openly about the Soviet territorial pretensions on July 23, 1945, during the 

Seventh Session of the leaders of the Allied Powers at Potsdam. Emphasizing the need of 

 
2 Ibid.,140 –141. 
3 During the war, the overall Soviet policy towards the religious institutions was changed. Many churches 
were gradually opened. In Armenia, the Soviet authorities allowed Armenian Church to establish a journal 
(Ējmiatsin) and reopen Gevorgian Seminary. See Step‘anyants‘, Hay Aṙak‘elakan Yekeghets‘in, 147. 
4 For more details see, Sandro Behbut‘yan, Vaveragrer Hay Yekeghets‘u patmut‘yan [Documents on the History 
of Armenian Church], Volume 6 (Yerevan, 1996), 290.  
5 Arman Kirakossian (ed.), Armeniia i Sovetsko-Turetskie otnosheniia v diplomaticheskikh dokumentakh 1945-
1946 gg. [Armenia and Soviet-Turkish Relations in the Diplomatic Documents, 1945 –1946] Yerevan: Tigran 
Mets, 2010), 236–238․ 
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the “correction of the border” between Soviet Union and Turkey, Stalin raised the question 

of regions of Kars and Ardahan that were parts of Armenia and Georgia before World War 

I.6 Although this question was not solved at Potsdam, it remained in the agenda of Soviet 

foreign policy until the early 1950s. 

Stalin’s territorial ambitions toward Turkey provided a fertile soil for the promotion 

of the Armenian cause for Armenian organizations. First, Armenians of the United States, 

then other diasporic centers, renewed their struggle for their historical rights over the lost 

homeland. On November 27, 1945, newly elected Catholicos Gevorg VI Chorekchyan 

appealed to the heads of the Allied powers, Joseph Stalin, Harry Truman, and Clement R. 

Attlee. In his appeal, the Catholicos not only talked about the “immense tragedy” – 

destruction of “more than a million Armenians” in Turkey, but he also reminded the leaders 

of the Great Powers that the Turkish nationalist seized Kars, Surmalu, and Ardahan in 

1920, before the Sovietization of Armenia. He asked for a “recognition of Armenian rights 

on their historic homeland,” and therefore requested the leaders to unite the “Armenian 

provinces of Turkey to Soviet Armenia.”7 The Catholicos’s appeal was allowed by the Soviet 

authorities. Moreover, the Soviet government also decided to allow a new wave of 

repatriation of diasporic Armenians to Soviet Armenia on November 1, 1945, which 

created more enthusiasm among diasporic centers, including the United States.8  Between 

1946 and 1948, more than 89,000 Armenians repatriated to Soviet Armenia from various 

Middle Eastern and European countries, as well as the United States. 9 Therefore, World 

 
6 Ibid., 262–263․  
7  Ējmiatsin, November–December 1945, no. 11–12, 8–10. 
8 Hovik Melik‘set‘yan, Hayrenik‘-sp‘yuṙk‘ aṛnch‘ut‘yunnerě ev hayrenadardzut‘yuně, 1920-1980 tt.. [Armenia-
Diaspora Relations and the Repatriation, 1920-1980] (Yerevan: Yerevan University Press, 1985), 177.  
9  Ibid., 274. 
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War II, the reproachment between the Soviet Union and the West, and the prospect of the 

return of Armenian lands intensified enthusiasm of Armenian Americans in their struggle 

for the Armenian cause.  

The rapprochement between the Soviet Union and Western democracies did not last 

long. The growing disagreements between the former allies led to the Cold War. Although 

the Soviet Union and the United States never entered into a direct conflict, they both used 

threats, propaganda, and other measures, including the support of various local conflicts 

and proxy wars. Concerned by the Soviet expansion to Eastern Europe, President Truman 

activated anti-communist measures in Greece and Turkey, trying to prevent the potential 

communist takeover of these countries. The Truman Doctrine, a new US foreign policy, 

originated from a speech by the President in Congress on March 12, 1947, in which he 

asked to provide assistance to the Greek government in the civil war against the 

Communists. Similarly, he asked to support Turkey, another state that had previously been 

dependent on British support.  The outcome of this policy was the prevention of 

communist threat as well as inclusion of Greece and Turkey in the NATO. The 

intensification of the tension between the Soviet Union and the United States negatively 

impacted the activity of Armenian organizations. After the entry of Turkey into NATO, the 

return of Armenian lands from Turkey became impossible.  

The wartime rapprochement between the Soviet Union and the United States, as 

well as the Catholicos’s activity to support the Soviet army, found responses among 

Armenian Americans and led to a significant consolidation of the community. In March 

1944, pro-Soviet organizations of the community, Hunchakian Party, Ramkavar Party, 
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Armenian Progressive League of America (Amerikahay Harachdimakan miut‘iwn ),10 came 

together and established the Armenian National Council of America (ANC).11 During the first 

year of its existence, the ANC supported the war efforts of the United States and the Soviet 

Union, but acted predominantly as a philanthropic organization, seeking to help Soviet 

Armenia.12 To have a more representative base among Armenians of the United States, the 

ANC invited compatriotic unions to join the council  “for the purpose of collaborating with 

it in establishing and maintaining reconstruction projects in Armenia.”13 On March 24, in a 

meeting in Hotel Empire of New York, some twenty compatriotic societies14 formed the 

Central Committee of the Compatriotic Unions, three representatives of which entered to the 

Executive Committee of the ANC.15 In the first part of 1945, when the war was approaching 

to its end, the ANC began to concentrate its efforts on advocating the rights of the survivors 

of Medz Yeghern. 16 More specifically, according to the constitution,  the ANC aimed (a) to 

help Armenians to repatriate to their homeland, and (b) to achieve the implementation of 

the Arbitral Award of the President Woodrow Wilson to the Armenians, according to the 

provisions of the Treaty of Sèvres.17 To achieve these goals, the ANC sought to reawaken an 

 
10 Armenian Progressive League of America – A Pro-Soviet Armenian Americans organization created in 1938 
that unified many communists.  
11 See Lraper, March 21, 1944, no. 104, 1.  
12 National Archives of Armenia (NAA), Collection no. 426, Register 1, File 7,  4. 
13 Ibid., 3. 
14 The following compatriotic unions were included in the union: Arabkir Union, Inc., Argheni Compatriotic 
and Reconstruction Union, Armenian Compatriotic Union of Nor Putania, Armenian Educational Society of 
Tokat, Caucasian Armenian Society, Caesarian Benevolent Association, Compatriotic and Reconstructional Union 
of Dikranagerd, Compatriotic Union of Gurin, educational Society of Malatia, Fenese Roupinian Educational 
Society, General Union of Chemushgazak, General Union of Harpoot, Haght Sepasdia Reconstruction Union, 
Palou Nubshi Twon educational Association, Palou Youth Association, Pan-Sebasdia Reconstruction Union, 
Razmig Compatriotic Union of Shabin Karahisar, Reconstruction Association of Keghi, Sivas Junior League, and 
Vasbouragan Association, Inc.  See National Archives of Armenia (NAA), Collection no. 426, Register 1, File 7, 3. 
15 See also Lraper, March 30, 1946, no. 106, 4.  
16 National Archives of Armenia (NAA), Collection no. 426, Register 1, File 7, 5. 
17 National Archives of Armenia (NAA), Collection no. 426, Register 1, File 3, 22. 
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interest within American public about the Armenian issue, to appeal the United Nations, to 

organize various committees, and to raise funds for the implementations of the goals.18 

One of the earliest and most important activities of the ANC was the submission of a 

memorandum to the United Nations Conference on International Organization in June 

1945.  This document, entitled The Case of the Armenian People: Memorandum to the United 

Nations Conference on International Organization in San Francisco, reminded the world that 

“through deportations, starvation, disease, and outright slaughter they [Turks – GV] 

succeeded in deducing by more than one-half the Armenian population in the Armenian 

provinces of Turkey.”  Thirty years after Medz Yeghern, this memorandum also reminded 

about one million Armenian survivors/refugees in the Middle East, Europe, and Americas, 

who were “looking forward to the day when they will be united on the historic land of their 

forefathers.” 19 The memorandum stated:  

Our homeland on which our forefathers have lived since immemorial 

times, and on which we ourselves lived until the years of the last World 

War, still constitutes a part of Turkey, while a million and a half 

Armenians live as enforced refugees and immigrants throughout the four 

corners of the earth. Even Mt. Ararat, the pride and glory of our people and 

the most expressive symbol of their hopes and aspirations for a thousand 

years, remains under Turkish rule [emphasis added]. Furthermore, this our 

homeland, the Armenian provinces of Turkey, are separated from the free 

and independent [emphasis added] Republic of Soviet Armenia, where 

 
18 Ibid., 22–23. 
19 The Case of the Armenian People: Memorandum to the United Nations Conference on International 
Organization in San Francisco (New York: Armenian National Council of America, 1945), 3. 
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those of our brethren who are fortunate enough to be living have made a 

magnificent beginning in the revival and the reconstruction of Armenian 

national life. What would be more natural for Armenians outside that 

budding new land than to want to return to their homeland and join hands 

with their brethren… 

… We speak on behalf of a million and a half victims of a tyranny 

and a terror which neither in degree nor in extent differ from the vials 

of wrath which the Nazi poured in this war on the innocent and helpless 

peoples of Europe… [emphasis added] We want no less than the joining 

of our historic land of Armenia to the existing state of free and 

independent Armenia, and the repatriation there of all Armenians 

abroad who wish to go there 20  

The activity of the ANC soon influenced other Armenian diasporic centers. 

Armenians in France, Iran, Syria and Lebanon, Egypt, Greece, Palestine, and Uruguay 

organized local Armenian national councils and began to appeal at international 

conferences. 21 

 After the end of the war, the ANC initiated the organization of the American 

Committee of Armenian Rights (ACAR) that brought together many prominent Americans 

under the chairmanship of Edwin Smith, the former vice-chairman, and Executive Director 

of the National Council of American-Soviet Friendship in November 1945. 22 In the 

announcement of the formal launching of the ACAR, Edwin Smith declared that its aim was 

 
20 Ibid., 5–7. 
21 National Archives of Armenia (NAA), Collection no. 426, Register 1, File 7, 6. 
22 Ibid., 7. 
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“the repatriation of a million and a half Armenians scattered throughout the world, 

survivors of the Turkish massacre of World War I.”23 With representatives of various layers 

of American society, the ACAR sought to pursue the ANC’s aims more effectively, especially 

in the work with American public and authorities, as well as on international level.24 

In the following years, both ANC (as well as ACAR) made outstanding efforts in 

raising awareness and public support.25 The ANC published and distributed over one 

hundred thousand leaflets and pamphlets, under some twenty titles. 26 One of the most 

important publications was ANC Executive Director Charles A. Vertanes’ Armenia Reborn, a 

comprehensive publication that briefly presented the Armenian tragedy and contemporary 

status of the Armenian Question to Americans and the English-speaking world.27 In the 

following years, this book was widely distributed in libraries throughout the United States. 

 
23 Eritassard Hayastan, December 28, 1945, no. 64, 2. 
24 The ACAR had a National Advisory Council of one hundred and fifty and an Executive Board of twenty-five 
members. Some of the prominent members included Reverend Robert W Searle(secretary), Louis Adamic, Dr . 
Percival Bailey, Congressmen Emanuel Celler, John M. Coffee, Hugh De Lacy ,and Bertrand Gearhart ,Carrie 
Chapman Catt, Theodore Dreiser, Stephen Duggan, Walter Duranty, William Green, President Hamilton Holt of 
Rollins College, Professor Walter M. Horton, Rockwell Kent, Councilman Stanley M. Isaacs, Corliss Lamont, Dr. 
Henry Smith Lieper, Bishop Francis J. McConnell, Professor Kirtley F. Mather, the Reverend Pierre van 
Paassen, Professor Walter Rautenstrauch, Vilhjalmur Stefansson, Professor Gregory Vlastos, Professor Henry 
N. Wieman, Max Weber, and Dr. Mary Emma Woolley. See National Archives of Armenia (NAA), Collection no. 
426, Register 1, File 7, 8. 
25 National Archives of Armenia (NAA), Collection no. 426, Register 1, File 7, 7. 
26  The ANCA’s publications (non-complete list) included Armenian Affairs, an English language quarterly, 
Charles A. Vertanes, Armenia Reborn (New York: Armenian National Council of America, 1947), An Appeal to 
the United Nations by the World Armenian Congress (New York: Armenian National Council of America, 1947), 
A Memorandum on the Armenian Question: Presented to the Council of Foreign Ministers March 7, 1947 (New 
York: ANCA, 1947); F. L. Fagley, The Plea of the Little People (n.d.); Roderic H. Davison, The Armenian Crisis, 
1912 –1914, reprinted from the American Historical Review (Roderic H. Davison, “The Armenian Crisis 
(1912-1914),” American Historical Review 53 (April 1948): 481-505); Armenian Exhibit and Festivals (n. d. 
1949);  Hewlett Johnson, “At the Foot of Ararat,” in Soviet Russia since the War (New York: Armenian National 
Council of America, 1947); Joseph Guttman, The Beginning of Genocide: A Brief Account of the Armenian 
Massacres in World War  (New York: Armenian National Council of America , 1948), A Petition from the 
American Clergy on Behalf of the Armenian Cause (New York: The American Church Committee for Armenia, n. 
d.); 20,000 Clergymen for Armenia: A Report of the Deputation of the American Church Committee for Armenia 
to the US Department of State (n.d.); James G. Mandalian, What do the Armenians Want? (New York: Armenian 
National Council of America, 1946). 
27 Vertanes, Armenia Reborn, ix.  
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The ANC used press conferences, press releases, correspondence to establish contacts with 

news agencies and periodicals. As a result, news reports, articles, editorial about the 

Armenian cause appeared in many American local and national newspapers, such as the 

New York Times, New York Herald Tribune, Washington Post, Chicago Tribune.28 The ANC 

and ACAR organized banquets, mass meetings, rallies, such as one in Carnegie Hall of New 

York on April 28, 1946, that brought together many prominent speakers, including Senator 

Charles W. Tobey of New Hampshire, Congressmen Emanuel Cellar of New York, and 

Charles R. Savage of Washington.29  Although not always successfully, the ANC sought to 

interest prominent Americans in the Armenian Question.30 Similarly, the ANC involved 

many Armenians and Americans with Armenian origin in its efforts of introducing the 

Armenian Question to the American public. 31 No less important were the ANC’s efforts to 

collect, process, and make available various primary and secondary sources  about  

Armenia and Armenian Question to support instructors and students for term papers, 

theses, lectures in high schools and institutions of higher education.32  

 
28 For more details, see National Archives of Armenia (NAA), Collection no. 426, Register 1, File 7, 12–13. 
29 Governor Maurice J. Tobin of Mass., Governor John O. Pastore and Senator Theodore Francis Green of 
Rhode Island, Senator Francis J. Myers and Governor Edward Martin of Pennsylvania, Senator James M. Mede 
and Congressman William J. Green, Jr., of Pennsylvania, Senator Sheridan Downey and Congressman B. W. 
Gearhart of California, and others sent welcoming messages. See National Archives of Armenia (NAA), 
Collection no. 426, Register 1, File 7, 11. 
30 The ANCA initiated correspondence with Walter Lippman, Raymond Graham Swing, Summer Wells, Mrs. 
Eleanor Roosevelt, James Roosevelt, Henry Wallace, Harold Ickes, and others. See National Archives of 
Armenia (NAA), Collection no. 426, Register 1, File 7, 13. 
31 These people included Bishop Tiran Nersoyan, Archbishop Mampre Calfayan, Aram Saroyan, Milton 
Ignatius, Hovsep Ignatius, John Roy Carlson, Professor H. M. Dadourian, Dr. M. M. Housepian, Dr. V. H. 
Kasanjain, Professor Y. H. Krikorian, reverend Socrat Mackitar, Mihrdat Tiryakian, Reverend Y.K. Rushdouny, 
and others. See National Archives of Armenia (NAA), Collection no. 426, Register 1, File 7, 13.  
32 For example, in New Jersey State Teachers College, Professor E. R. Pineda included the topic of Armenian 
Question in his international relations class. See National Archives of Armenia (NAA), Collection no. 426, 
Register 1, File 7,14. 
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Besides raising public awareness, the ANC and its local bodies sent appeals and 

memorandums to the US presidents Franklin D. Roosevelt and Harry Truman,33  as well as 

Soviet leader Joseph Stalin.34 The ANC sent a join memorandum to Truman, Stalin, and 

Churchill during the Potsdam Conference, in which they reminded the leaders about the 

Turkish “monstrous plan of uprooting and destroying an entire nation” during World War I 

and asked  three leaders to give Armenians an opportunity “to resettle in their historic 

homeland, and have that land joined to Soviet Armenia.”35 They also sent various petitions 

to the American Senators and Congressmen, the United States delegations at the various 

international conferences, as well as officials of various counties.36 Besides, the ANC and 

ACAR, the Armenian Church in the United States,  Armenian Evangelical Union of America, 

the Armenian Missionary Association of America, Central Committee of the Compatriotic 

Unions made appeals and sent memorandums to various American governmental bodies.37 

To consolidate all Armenian efforts in the aftermath of World War I the ANC 

initiated a World Armenian Congress from April 30 through May 4, 1947, in the Astoria 

Hotel of New York. This was perhaps the most representative Armenian gathering in the 

post-genocide period that brough together some 700 delegates representing Armenian 

Apostolic and Armenian Evangelical Churches, philanthropic, cultural, political, and 

compatriotic organizations, veterans’, women’s, professional and youth organizations from 

twenty-two countries. The Congress had four essential purposes:  

 
33 National Archives of Armenia (NAA), Collection no. 426, Register 1, File 534, 1–7. 
34 National Archives of Armenia (NAA), Collection no. 426, Register 1, File 669, 2. 
35 National Archives of Armenia (NAA), Collection no.  426, Register 1, File 534, 9–11. 
36 National Archives of Armenia (NAA), Collection no. 426, Register 1, File 7, 10. 
37 Ibid. 
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(a) To make a survey on the present situation of Armenian survivors 

scattered all over the world and find more effective ways for 

repatriation of Armenian refugees/survivors to Soviet Armenia.  

(b) To project new ways and means in public awareness efforts about the 

Armenian cause, for securing the support of the United Nations for the 

effectuation of the territorial Arbitral Award to Armenia by the 

President of the United States, Woodrow Wilson.  

(c) To promote closer relations and cultivate friendship between the 

Soviet Armenian Republic and the adopted countries of the Armenian 

survivors.  

(d) To review the achievements and contributions of Armenians in their 

adopted countries, especially during World War II. 38 

The thirty-second anniversary of Medz Yeghern on April 24, 1947 preceded the 

World Armenian Congress by a couple of days. In one of the announcements about the 

World Congress, entitled “Lest we forget April 24 Armenian Martyrs’ Day,” the ANC stated 

that although the April 24 was designed “as a day of mourning,” it was “also a day of … 

aspirations of the Armenian people.” Therefore, the ANC argued that Armenians organized 

a World Congress “in order that the ‘black day’ of April 24th, 1915, might never be repeated 

and for the purpose of securing the restitution of their ancestral homeland.” The ANC 

believed that the World Congress should dedicate itself to the task of the “repatriation of 

 
38 National Archives of Armenia (NAA), Collection no. 426, Register 1, File 44, 109–110. 
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the Armenians in exile” and the “re-establishment of Armenia as a torchbearer of Christian 

civilization and an outpost of Democracy in the Near east.”39 

Perhaps the most important outcome of the World Armenian Congress was the 

adoption of a resolution, that was presented to the Secretariat of the United Nations on 

June 5, 1947. However, the UN secretariat refused to accept the resolution arguing that the 

UN Charter did not allow private and non-governmental organizations to place issues on 

the agenda of the United Nations organs. The World Armenian Congress, therefore, 

submitted the resolution to the member governments and their delegates to the United 

Nations. 40 Unlike the previous memorandums and appeals, this resolution represented a 

broader layer of worldwide Armenians and repeated, in a more condense form, the 

Armenian claims and expectations. More specifically, the resolution stated that Armenians 

hoped to achieve: 

(…) an ultimate repatriation of their kinsmen, dispersed by the 

cruel Turkish deportation to the four corners of the earth, many of whom 

have lived in despair for thirty-one years, deprived of the bare necessities 

of life. 

The number of these victims of Turkish atrocities is close to one 

and a half million. Their life-long desire to establish themselves in their 

ancestral homeland cannot be realized unless and until the rightful 

territorial claims of the Armenians find a just and equitable solution… 

 
39 National Archives of Armenia (NAA), Collection no. 426, Register 1, File 44, 137. 
40 An Appeal to the United Nations (New York: World Armenian Congress, 1947), 3–4. See National Archives of 
Armenia (NAA), Collection no. 426, Register 1, File 2964, 14–15. 



   

254 

 

… the World Armenian Congress, on behalf of all Armenians of the 

world, respectfully request that the Armenian territorial claims be placed 

on the Agenda of the United Nations, so that a just and rightful decision 

may be rendered for the liberation of the territories, defined by President 

Wilson, from the Turkish yoke and for the restoration to its legitimate 

owner –the Armenian Republic.41   

Before submitting this petition to the United Nations, the delegation of the 

Armenian World Congress had already met with US Under-Secretary of State Dean Acheson 

and handed it to him. In the meeting, Acheson talked about the “difficulties” for the solution 

of Armenian issues.42 Perhaps the most important of these difficulties were related to the 

changes of the US foreign policy and the end of the Soviet - American rapprochement. The 

Armenian aspirations did not go in line with the Truman Doctrine that sought to keep 

Greece and Turkey from Soviet influence. The Soviet - American cooperation during and in 

the immediate aftermath of World War II now came to its end. In the United States, anti-

Soviet propaganda, one of the pioneers of which was Acheson, left no place for pro-Soviet 

Armenian organizations as well.43 In the late 1940s and early 1950s, the ANC still tried to 

influence American foreign policy, that included, for example, the protest to the Truman’s 

foreign policy in the Middle East that was characterized by ANC’s Edwin S. Smith as a 

“betrayal of the United Nations at the outset of its career by the very country most active in 

its establishment.” According to him, the military support to Turkey was “of particular 

 
41 An Appeal to the United Nations, 8. 
42 Gersam Aharonian, Mets yerazi champ‘un vra. Aknark haykakan harts‘i patmut‘ean vra [On the Road to the 
Big Dream: A Review on the History of the Armenian Question] (Los Angeles: Shirak, 1986), 199.  
43 For more information on this, see Ronald Steel, “Commissar of the Cold War," New York Review of Books 
(February 12, 1970): 17–21.  
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offense to Americans of Armenian descent,” who were “striving, through appeals to 

American and United Nations opinion, to undo the historic wrongs and inhuman cruelties 

practiced by the Turks on their Armenian subjects.”44 

 The desperate efforts of the ANC could not change the course of American foreign 

policy. The unfolding Cold War further deteriorated Soviet - American relations. In the 

growing anti-Soviet and anti-Communist sentiments in American public opinion greatly 

impacted pro-Soviet Armenian organizations. The Armenian Progressive League was 

included in a list of “subversive organizations” in the winter of 1947 complied by President 

Truman’s Attorney General Tom Clark  and gradually lost most of its members in the 

1950s.45 One Progressive paper, one Huchakian paper, and three Ramkavar papers 

appeared on this list as well.46 The anti-communist atmosphere in the United States  

impacted negatively on Hunchakian and Ramkavar parties and their activities directed to 

pro-Soviet Armenia propagandistic campaign in the community as well. Therefore, the ANC 

gradually faded from the Armenian American public sphere.   

While World War II and the Soviet - American rapprochement provided a fertile soil 

for pro-Soviet groups (ANC and its member organizations) to voice Armenian territorial 

demands, it also changed the ARF rhetoric regarding the Soviet Union. World War II and 

the Soviet - American alliance significantly reduced the ARF’s anti-Soviet propaganda. This 

was especially evident in the editorials in Asbarez, a California-based Dashnak newspaper, 

published after the Nazi invasion into Soviet Union. As one of these editorials, published on 

 
44 National Archives of Armenia (NAA), Collection no. 426, Register 1, File 43, 1. 
45 See Guide to Subversive Organizations and Publications: Prepared by the Committee on Un-American 
Activities, U. S. House of Representatives, Washington, DC House Document No. 137, May 14, 1951. Cited in Jenny 
Phillips, Symbol, Myth, and Rhetoric: The Politics of Culture in an Armenian-American Population (New York: 
AMS Press, 1989), 138–141.  
46 Phillips, Symbol, Myth, and Rhetoric, 141.  
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June 27, 1941, put it, Armenia was a part of the Soviet Union, and therefore, was in a war 

against Nazi Germany, even though both Nazism and Bolshevism were “intolerable” for the 

Armenian citizens of the United States. According to the editorial, every “true Armenian” 

should want to see the war far from the borders of Armenia. The editorial thus reluctantly 

and indirectly expressed more sympathy toward the Soviet Union. 47 Unlike the ANC and its 

member organizations, the ARF’s position on the Armenian Question was not dependent on 

the Soviet position on Armenian territorial demands. As in the interwar years, the ARF 

continued to struggle for Western Armenia for the rehabilitation of the survivors and their 

descendants. At the same time, however, the ARF also used the beneficial conditions 

provided by World War II and the Soviet-American alliance for the potential solution of the 

Armenian Question.  

In 1943, the American branch of the ARF published party leader Simon Vratsian’s 

Armenia and the Armenian Question in Boston. In this English-language book, the former 

Prime-Minister of the Armenian Republic, discussed the origin and the course of the 

Armenian Question until World War II in a condensed form. He aimed to show the world’s 

“injustices” and “wrongs” the Armenian people experienced, their “heroic sacrifices for 

their freedom,” and the “hopes and expectations” from post-war peace. He and, therefore, 

the ARF wanted to remind, as he put it, that the Armenian Question, remained “unsolved,” 

and the Armenians waited for “justice.”48 Vratsian presented the ARF’s expectations in the 

final chapter, entitled “The Present Situation and Armenian Aspiration.” According to him, 

Armenia continued to be “divided into two parts,” the largest of which (Turkish Armenia) 

 
47 Asbarez, June 27, 1941, no. 1987, 4.  
48 Simon Vratsian, Armenia and the Armenian Question (Boston: Hairenik, 1943), viii. 
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was depopulated. Contrary to that, more than a million survivors and their descendants 

were scattered in the world. Therefore, he argued that by that time the Armenian Question 

was “primarily a question of territory,” the solution of which necessitated to enlarge the 

boundaries of Armenia to the extent that would provide “adequate room for those 

expatriated,” or for those who wanted “to return to the fatherland.”49 According to Vratsian, 

the Armenians wanted “only their own land” and their own property which was “seized” 

and fell “into a desolate wilderness.”50 Vratsian noted that:  

(…) the practical solution of the Armenian Question depends 

wholly upon the outcome of the war and the future peace. One thing, 

however, is certain. It is no longer possible to return Armenians to the 

Turkish rule. There is the blood of one million martyrs between the 

Armenians and the Turks which cannot be easily forgotten. It is not 

easy to put under the same roof two peoples who radically differ from 

each other in character, temperament, native ability, religion, and who 

are embittered by centuries of enmity. It will be a good thing for both if 

they are apart and live their own separate lives. In the course of time 

they may be able to restore normal, and even friendly relations. 

Confined together, they shall always remain enemies and such 

companionship shall always remain a source of endless trouble, The 

great nations which shall decide the fate of the world must take this 

circumstance into consideration.51 

 
49 Ibid., 105. 
50 Ibid. 
51 Vratsian, Armenia and the Armenian Question, 106.  
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During the war years, the ARF created a new advocacy body – the Armenian National 

Committee of America (ANCA), which continued the advocacy tradition of Vahan 

Cardashian’s American Committee for the Independence of Armenia (ACIA).52 One of the 

most important initiatives of the ANCA for this time was the submission of A Memorandum 

related to the Armenian Question to the United Nations Conference in San Francisco, and 

Vratsian himself gave a presentation on May 7 and June 13 in this conference, representing 

Armenian claims.53 The ANCA also sent various memorandums and petitions to various 

officials and organizations and sought to increase the awareness on the Armenian 

Question. 

Despite separate efforts of the ANC and ANCA during and in the immediate 

aftermath of World War II, the Cold War left no room for the realization of their aspirations. 

In the editorials published in the 1950s, the ARF’s commemorative texts continued to 

remind not only about “more than a million victims,” but also about “the homeland, and the 

struggle for its freedom.”54 However, many editorials also discussed the ongoing denial, the 

imposed silence from the perpetrator state on it, and the need for justice. An editorial in 

Hairenik, published in 1955, discussed why Armenians should specifically remember Medz 

Yeghern: 

Why do we remember all this?  – in order to tell and remind that a 

horrible crime was committed forty years ago. A nation was murdered, 

 
52 This organization has been already discussed. 
53 See A Memorandum related to the Armenian Question [New York: Armenian National Committee, 1945]. See 
also Michael Bobelian, Children of Armenia: A Forgotten Genocide and the Century –Long Struggle for Justice 
(New York: Simon and Schuster, 2009), 92.  
54 Hairenik, April 24, 1956, no. 13380, 4.  
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and a homeland was turned into ruins. The Turkish nation, with all its 

layers, is responsible and will remain such for the committed crime, which 

is also one of the greatest moral and political wrongs in history. That 

bloody wrong should be corrected – a crime by collective, state, and 

international standards.  

The Armenian has not forgotten and cannot forget that crime. 

History cannot forget as well because it is recorded. 

The crimes should not be forgotten, they should be redeemed.55   

  

From Genocide Convention to the Fiftieth Anniversary of Medz Yeghern 
 

In the postwar period, several developments outside of the “Armenian world” 

largely impacted the memory process of Medz Yeghern. The most important of these events 

were the adoption of Genocide Convention and Universal declaration of Human Rights by 

the United Nations (1948), and the change of Soviet leadership in 1953.   

In 1944, the Division of International Law of Carnegie Endowment for International 

Peace published Polish Jewish scholar Raphael Lemkin’s Axis Rule in Occupied Europe.56 In 

this work, Lemkin discussed how Nazi Germany and its allies violated all the rules of 

welfare in their military government on most European counties. Addressing the mass 

destruction of Jewish population of Europe, he coined and proposed a new term – 

“genocide” (from ancient Greek word genos (race) and the Latin cide (killing)) – to describe 

the destruction of nations in 1944. During the Nuremberg trials in 1945 –1946, Lemkin 

 
55 Hairenik, April 24, 1955, no. 13077, 4. 
56 Raphael Lemkin, Axis Rule in Occupied Europe: Analysis of Government, proposal for Redress (Washington: 
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 1944). 
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could bring “genocide” in the charges of the tribunal, introducing it into a larger 

international discourse.57 Eventually it led to the UN Convention on the Prevention and 

Punishment of the Crime of Genocide adopted on December 9, 1948. In its definition of 

genocide, the Convention listed several acts that are “committed with intent to destroy, in 

whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or religious group.”58 Both before and after the 

adoption of the Convention, Lemkin discussed Armenian massacres as a case of genocide in 

his articles and interviews.59 Moreover, in Totally Unofficial, his autobiography, he 

described the impact of Armenian massacres on his early thinking on mass murders.60 

More specifically, he described how the trial of a young Armenian man named Soghomon 

Tehlirian in 1921 for the assassination of former Ottoman Interior Minister Talaat Pasha in 

Berlin, the architect of the Armenian Genocide, increased his interest on mass murder.    

The court in Berlin acquired Tehlirian. It decided that he had acted 

under “psychological compulsion.” Tehlirian, who upheld the moral order 

of mankind, was classified as insane, incapable of discerning the moral 

nature of his act. He had acted as the self-appointed legal officer for the 

 
57 For more information on this, see Chapter 5 of Douglas Irvin-Erickson, Raphaël Lemkin and the Concept of 
Genocide (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2017), 138–151.  
58 These acts included: (a) Killing members of the group; (b) Causing serious bodily or mental harm to 
members of the group; (c) Deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to bring about its 
physical destruction in whole or in part; (d) Imposing measures intended to prevent births within the group; 
(e)Forcibly transferring children of the group to another group.” See Convention on the Prevention and 
Punishment of the Crime of Genocide, 1948, accessed December 18, 2022, 
https://www.un.org/en/genocideprevention/documents/atrocity-
crimes/Doc.1_Convention%20on%20the%20Prevention%20and%20Punishment%20of%20the%20Crime%
20of%20Genocide.pdf/. 
59 See, for example, Raphael Lemkin, "Genocide," American Scholar, Volume 15, no. 2 (April 1946): 227–230. 
60 For more details about the significance of the Armenian case for Lemkin, see Donna-Lee Frieze (ed.), Totally 
Unofficial: The Autobiography of Raphael Lemkin (New Have, CT: Yale University Press, 2013), 19–20; Steven 
Jacobs, “Raphael Lemkin and the Armenian Genocide,” in Looking Backward, Moving Forward: Confronting the 
Armenian Genocide, ed. Richard G. Hovannisian (New Brunswick: Transaction, 2003): 125-135; Narek 
Poghosyan, “The Study of the Armenian Genocide by Raphael Lemkin” (PhD diss., Yerevan: Institute of 
History, 2017). 
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conscience of mankind. But can a man appoint himself to mete out justice? 

Will not passion sway a form of justice and make a travesty of it? At that 

moment, my worries about the murder of the innocent became more 

meaningful to me. I didn’t know all the answers but I felt that a law against 

this type of racial or religious murder must be adopted by the world. 

At Lwow University, where I enrolled for the study of law, I 

discussed this matter with my professors. They evoked the argument 

about sovereignty of states. “But sovereignty of states,” I answered, 

“implies conducting an independent foreign and internal policy, 

building of schools, construction of roads, in brief, all types of activity 

directed toward the welfare of people.” Sovereignty, I argued, “cannot 

be conceived as the right to kill millions of innocent people.”61 

The links between the murder of Armenians and the US Genocide Convention are 

reciprocal. While the Armenian case contributed to the coinage of the term, and eventual 

adoption of the convention, the latter, in turn, transformed and shaped the discourse 

around the Armenian atrocities.  In the late 1940s and especially in the 1950s, the term 

“genocide” began gradually to enter the vocabulary of the transnational process of the 

Armenian Genocide remembrance. One of the first known cases of usage of the term for 

Armenian massacres was in France. Following the introduction of the term “genocide” by 

Robert Borel in the December 9, 1945 issue of Le Monde to the French public, French 

Armenian journalist Shavarsh Missakian, a survivor of Medz Yeghern, published an 

editorial on the term in Haratch, an ARF periodical in France. In his editorial, Missakian 

 
61 Donna-Lee Frieze (ed.), Totally Unofficial…, 20.  
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informed his Armenian readers that “a new word – genocide” was used in the Nuremberg 

Trials “that means tseghaspanut‘iwn.”62 Although the  word “tseghaspanut‘iwn” means 

“murder of race” or “murder of nation” in Armenian – and therefore has the same meaning 

as genocide – and had earlier uses among Armenians, Missakian’s editorial is perhaps the 

first known case when “tseghaspanut‘iwn” was used as the Armenian version of genocide.63 

In his editorial, Missakian also noted that this term reminded Armenians about another 

crime “committed thirty years ago according to a premediated plan.” He ended his editorial 

with the following words:  

(…) May the hyenas of genocide [tseghaspanut‘iwn] be implacably 

tried and punished. However, where did the first and “exemplary” 

genocide [tseghasbanutiun] of modern times begin?64 

In the United States, one of the first known attempts of usages of the term 

“genocide” describing Armenian massacres was related to the activities of the Armenian 

National Council. In a memorandum submitted to the Council of Foreign Ministers in March 

1947, the ANC described the Armenian massacres as “a monstrous plan of genocide,” that 

aimed “to exterminate an entire nation.”65 A year later, the Armenian National Council 

initiated the translation and publication of Joseph Guttmann’s The Beginning of Genocide: A 

Brief Account of the Armenian Massacres in World War I, the first known book that used the 

word “genocide” for the Armenian case.66 This nineteen-page booklet was initially 

 
62 Haratch, December 9, 1945, no. 4479, 1. See also Vartan Matiossian, The Politics of Naming the Armenian 
Genocide: Language, History, and “Medz Yeghern” (London – New York: I.B. Tauris, 2022), 58. 
63 For more information, see Matiossian, The Politics of Naming the Armenian Genocide…, 56–59.  
64 Ibid., 58.  
65 A Memorandum on the Armenian Question: Presented to the Council of Foreign Ministers, March 7, 1947 (New 
York: Armenian National Council of America, 1947), 3.  
66 Joseph Guttmann, The Beginning of Genocide: A Brief Account of the Armenian Massacres in World War I 
(New York: Armenian National Council of America, 1948).  
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published in Yiddish in Yivo Bleter, the Journal of the Yiddish Scientific Institute.67 The 

English version of this work begins by asserting that “genocide” as a “organized attempt to 

exterminate a whole ethnic group” happened well before the “wholesale extermination of 

six million Jews.” The book found similarities between the Armenian and Jewish case both 

in premeditation and implementation of two genocides.68 While describing the process of 

the Armenian Genocide, the book emphasized that it was “organized by the government 

and by nobody else.”69 No less significant was the link between the unpunishment of the 

Armenian Genocide and the Nazi destruction of the Jews in the final part of the book: 

(…) The criminals [of the Armenian Genocide - GV] were not 

punished. And soon, the world started to forget. 

This forgetfulness was fateful. If Enver and Talaat Pasha almost 

succeeded in “solving the Armenian question” by extermination of the 

Armenians, how shouldn’t this fact encourage future attempts to solve the 

Jewish and other similar problems in the same way? 

According to documents, read at the Nuremberg trial, Hitler told 

Goering and his generals, at a gathering in Obelsalzberg, in August 1939, 

just before he invaded Poland and started the world war: 

(…) “Who still talks nowadays of the extermination of the 

Armenians?” 

The relation between the failure to punish the Turkish leaders of 

the Armenian atrocities and the later rise of Nazi barbarism was not 

 
67 Ibid., 2.  
68 Ibid., 3.  
69 Ibid., 13. 
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simply accidental, brought about through some “blind law of history.” The 

arch criminals were, as you see, very much aware of what they were 

doing.70 

After the adoption of the Genocide Convention by the General Assembly of the 

United Nations, genocide became an international crime. In the following years, various 

countries ratified the treaty one after another.  The United States signed the first human 

rights treaty of the United Nations on December 11. Since the United States Constitution 

required a two-thirds vote from the Senate, President Truman sent the treaty to the Senate 

on June 16, 1949. In the following year, in January and February of 1950, the public hearing 

began in the Senate Foreign Relations Committee.71 In March 1950, after the closure of the 

hearings, the Armenian National Council was allowed to submit a statement presenting its 

perspective on the convention.72 ANC’s lengthy statement advocated for the ratification of 

the Genocide Convention, stating that Armenians were “the first victims of the practice of 

genocide in modern times.”73  The statement described the Armenian experience as a 

“clear-cut case of genocide,” because it included acts mentioned in the Genocide 

Convention.74 Despite the support of the government and most nongovernment 

organizations, it also met a strong opposition from some organizations, especially the 

 
70 Ibid., 18 –19.  
71 William Korey, "The United States and the Genocide Convention: Leading Advocate and Leading Obstacle." 
Ethics & International Affairs 11 (1997): 274. 
72 See National Archives of Armenia (NAA), Collection no. 426, Register 1, File 760, 2. 
73 The Genocide Convention: Hearings before a Subcommittee of the Committee of Foreign Relations, United 
States Senate, Eighty-First Congress, Second Session on Executive O, The International Convention on the 
Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1950), 548. 
74 Ibid.,548–549. 
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American Bar Association, according to which genocide was a domestic issue. 75 The 

struggle continued until 1988, when the convention was finally ratified.76 

As the submitted statement reveals, the Armenian National Council believed that the 

Genocide Convention was an effective instrument not only for prevention but also for 

punishment of genocide. Speaking on the name of the majority of Armenians of the United 

States, the ANC reminded that these people were survivors of “the Turkish massacres, 

deportations, and other measure directed at their destruction as an ethnic, religious, and 

cultural group,” who lost their families and relatives in that tragedy.77 The ANC’s various 

arguments for the ratification translated the hopes and expectation for justice of the 

Armenian people. Although the US Senate did not ratify the Convention in the 1950s, 

however the term “genocide” slowly began to enter Armenian American commemorative 

texts in the 1950s. The ARF’s Hairenik Weekly, the Ramkavars’ the Armenian Mirror-

Spectator, and Hunchakians’s Eritassard Hayastan used the term “genocide” or its 

Armenian equivalent several times in their various issues in the 1950s.78 

In the meantime, several developments outside of the Armenian American public 

sphere impacted the memory process within the community. In the Soviet Union, the death 

of Joseph Stalin in 1953 significantly changed the political atmosphere in this totalitarian 

state. New leader Nikita Khrushchev appeared to be critical of Stalin’s leadership. During 

“Khrushchev Thaw,” as the Soviet new leader’s rule has been characterized, millions of 

Soviet political prisoners were released, as well as censorship and repressions were 

 
75 William Korey, "The United States and the Genocide Convention…,” 275.  
76 Ibid., 289–290. 
77 The Genocide Convention: Hearings before a Subcommittee of the Committee of Foreign Relations, 548. 
78 For more detailed information, see Matiossian, The Politics of Naming the Armenian Genocide, 62–66. 
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softened. These changes impacted Soviet Armenia, where intellectuals and politicians 

gradually began to talk about the collective grief that Armenian people experienced 

decades earlier. Soviet Armenian writer Hovhannes Shiraz, Silva Kapoutikyan, Vahagn 

Davtyan, Paruyr Sevak were among writers who reflected on the topic of Armenian 

massacres in their works. For example, Paruyr Sevak’s (1924-1971) Anlreli Zangakatoun 

(Ever-Tolling bell Tower, 1959) was perhaps the most influential among the works of that 

period. Dedicated to the life of Komitas, an Armenian composer, who survived Medz 

Yeghern, it covers the tragic pages of Armenian people during the last century through 

poetic expression.  In the early 1960s, the Soviet authorities also allowed to resume the 

repatriation of Armenians from various diasporic communities.79 Moreover, the 1960s 

brought new cultural rapprochement between Soviet Armenia and the Diaspora, and the 

Soviet Armenian government established even a Committee for Cultural Relations with 

Diaspora Armenians, establishing regular interaction with various diasporic organizations 

throughout the world.80 

The new political atmosphere in the Soviet Union enabled intellectuals and 

politicians more explicitly circulate the collective remembrance of the Armenian 

massacres. With the approaching fiftieth anniversary of the Armenian Genocide, a group of 

three influential intellectuals submitted a proposal for the organization of commemorative 

events dedicated to the fiftieth anniversary of the Armenian Genocide to the Soviet 

Armenian authorities on July 15, 1964.81 Based on this proposal, the first secretary of the 

 
79 Melik‘set‘yan, Hayrenik‘-sp‘yuṙk‘ aṛnch‘ut‘yunnerě, 154. 
80 Vahe Sahakyan, “Between Host-Countries and Homeland: Institutions, Politics and Identities in the Post-
Genocide Armenian Diaspora (1920s to 1980s)” (PhD diss., University of Michigan, 2015), 331–332. 
81 These Intellectuals were Tsatur Aghayan, the Director of the Armenian branch of the Institute of Marxism-
Leninism of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union; Hovhannes Inchikian, the 
Head of the Department of Oriental Studies of the Armenian Academy of Sciences; and John Kirakossian, the 
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Armenian Communist Party Yakov Zarobyan submitted another proposal to the Central 

Committee of the Communist party of the Soviet Union in the end of 1964, entitled “About 

the Events Concerning the Fiftieth Anniversary of Mass Extermination of the Armenians in 

1915.” Describing the Armenian massacres as a “misanthropic policy of genocide in large 

scale,” Zarobyan made efforts to convince the central authorities in the Kremlin about the 

necessity of commemorative events dedicated to the fiftieth anniversary. His main 

argument was based on an assumption that the absence of such commemorative events 

could be exploited by the “counterrevolutionary nationalist Dashnaktsutyun.” According to 

him, the ARF could claim that the Soviet Union was “indifferent to this issue,” and therefore 

“justified the policy of genocide.” In the proposal, in addition to commemorative events, 

Zarobyan asked a permission to place an obelisk dedicated to the Armenian victims.82 The 

following Soviet approval of the proposal allowed Armenians not only to organize various 

commemorative events in April 1965, but also to launch the construction of a Memorial in 

the capital Yerevan dedicated to the victims of Medz Yeghern (completed in 1967). Within 

the framework of commemorative events, Soviet Armenian historians Mkrtich Nersisyan 

and Ruben Sahakyan authored a book in Russian language Genotsid armyan: Sbornik 

Dokumentov I materialov [The Armenian Genocide in the Ottoman Empire: Collection of 

Documents and Materials], which later was translated into Armenian.83 This collection of 

Armenian, Russian, Turkish, German, British, French, and American documents was one of 

 
Head of the Ideological Affairs of the Communist Party of Soviet Armenia. See National Archives of Armenia 
(NAA), Collection no. 1, Register 44, File 54, 66–73․ 
82 National Archives of Armenia (NAA), Collection no. 1, Register 44, File 54, 62–65․ 
83 Mkrtich Nersisyan and Ruben Sahakyan, Genotsid armyan: Sbornik Dokumentov I materialov [The Armenian 
Genocide in the Ottoman Empire: Collection of Documents and Materials] (Yerevan: Hayastan, 1966). 
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the first books in the Soviet Union that used the term “genocide” to describe the Armenian 

massacres. 

Despite Zarobyan’s mention of the Dashnak party in his approved proposal – it was 

rather an attempt to present a more convincing argument to the Kremlin – there was no 

tendencies to deepen tension between the party and Soviet Armenia. On the contrary, the 

approaching fiftieth anniversary of the Genocide made Armenian transnational 

organizations to seek unity in their commemorative activities. One of the first and major 

attempts towards unity has been made by Vazgen I (1955–1994), the Catholicos of All 

Armenians in Ējmiatsin, who issued a kondak, entitled On the Occasion of the Fiftieth 

Anniversary of Medz Yeghern on August 17, 1964. Declaring 1965 as a “year of national 

mourning and prayer,” the Catholicos ordered all Armenian churches to conduct special 

ceremonies, and requiem services. What is especially significant in this document, Vazgen I 

called all Armenian organizations to “work together in solidarity” to organize memorial 

events for Armenian and foreign public.84  Following the Catholicos’s kondak, 

Hayastanyaitz Yegeghetzy, the organ of the Diocese of the Armenian Church of North 

America, published Primate Bishop Sion Manoogian’s circular about the events in 1965. 

Based on the Catholicos’s kondak, the Primate declared April as a month of “prayer, 

mourning, and oath.” He ordered on Remembrance Day in April to conduct mass liturgy 

and requiem services “in memory of the innumerable martyrs.” The circular also provided 

some details about how to organize various memorial events.85 

 
84 Ējmiatsin, 1964, no. 8 –9, p. 3 –5: 
85 Hayastanyaitz Yegeghetzy, January 1965, no. 1, 22–23. 
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The calls of religious leadership for a united commemoration found warm 

acceptance in the Armenian American community, especially among pro-Soviet groups.86 

Even the ARF’s Hairenik reprinted one of the editorials of Ējmiatsin, the official monthly 

periodical of Mother See of Holy  Ējmiatsin about the Catholicos’s kondak and preparatory 

works.87 The American branch of the ARF also called all Armenian organizations in America 

to unify their efforts and jointly commemorate the fiftieth anniversary. 88 Nevertheless, 

Armenian organizations on America couldn’t reach an agreement on this issue. The ARF 

continued to commemorate genocide separately in the United States. The ARF established 

the Central Committee for the 50th Anniversary of Yeghern and made significant efforts for 

proper organization of various efforts. More specifically, this body published and 

disseminated books and pamphlets, prepared various radio and TV materials, public 

meetings, lectures to increase public awareness on the Armenian Genocide. 89 They used 

every possible format to “illustrate Turkish genocidal crime,” as well as “to discuss the 

question of the lands remaining under Turkish rule.”90 

In April 1965, Armenians of the United States, as everywhere else in the world, 

commemorated the fiftieth anniversary of their massacres. In most of American cities with 

 
86 See, for example, Eritassard Hayastan, April 2, 1965, no. 88, 3. 
87 Hairenik, January 5, 1965, no. 16013, 1 and 4. 
88 In early 1965, the ARF also called upon all Armenian political parties and organizations for a joint 
commemoration of the fiftieth anniversary of the Genocide. See, for example, Hairenik, January 1, 1965, no. 
16011, 1. 
89 Their publications included James H. Tashjian, Turkey: The Author of Genocide: The Century Record of 
Turkey, 1822–1922 (Boston: Commemorative Committee on the 50th Anniversary of the Turkish Massacres of 
the Armenians, 1965); Setrak Benjamin Minas, April 24 Armenian Memorial Day: Why Armenians 
Commemorate this Day (Boston: Commemorative Committee on the 50th Anniversary of the Turkish 
Massacres of the Armenians, 1965); These were the Children… (Boston: Commemorative Committee on the 
50th Anniversary of the Turkish Genocide of the Armenians, 1965); Leo Sarkissian, 1915: Before and After 
(Boston: Commemorative Committee on the 50th Anniversary of the Turkish Genocide of the Armenians, 
1965). 
90 Hairenik, March 13, 1965, no. 16070, 1.  



   

270 

 

Armenian communities, including Boston, New York, Philadelphia, Los Angeles, and 

Chicago, Armenians organized various memorial events to honor the memory of the 

victims of the Armenian Genocide. Although they could not reach a reconciliation within 

the community that was divided since the 1930s, commemorative narratives of various 

groups gradually found a common ground for circulation of the collective memory. The 

word “genocide” began to reflect the common grief of the Armenians and their expectations 

of the outside world, rather than deepening disagreements and contesting perspectives of 

various Armenian organizations on the past.  

  

Conclusion 

Armenian American remembrance of Medz Yeghern went through major 

transformations in the period between World War II and the fiftieth anniversary of the 

Armenian massacres in 1965. The changes were conditioned by three major factors: the 

emerging Soviet territorial ambitions towards Turkey in the final phase of World War II, 

genocide discourse, and the change of the Soviet attitude to the memory of Medz Yeghern. 

First, World War II provided the Armenians with new opportunities to articulate the 

memory of Medz Yeghern. Unlike the interwar years, when the Armenian Question was 

forgotten by the great powers, and the Armenian Americans had no tool to seek a solution 

for it, the postwar years brought significant changes. The territorial claims of the Soviet 

Union towards Turkey coincided with the national aspirations of both pro- and anti-Soviet 

Armenian organizations. For the first time after the Lausanne Treaty of 1923, the question 

of the return of the lost Armenian homeland, at least a small part of it, was discussed by the 

leadership of one of the great powers. These changes had profound response in the 
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Armenian American community. Specifically, they consolidated the efforts of the pro-Soviet 

organizations of the community, which began to remind the leadership of the United States 

and other countries, as well as the international organizations about the Armenian 

Question and the Armenian massacres. Even Dashnaktsutyun (ARF) softened its anti-Soviet 

propaganda and sought to voice the historical injustice against the Armenian people. For 

both pro- and anti-Soviet Armenian organizations, this was a brilliant opportunity not only 

to speak of Armenian massacres but also to seek a solution for the return of the survivors-

refugees and their descendent to their former settlements in the historic Armenian 

homeland.  The deteriorating US-USSR relations, the Cold War, and eventually the entry of 

Turkey into NATO left little of the enthusiasm of the Armenian Americans. By the early 

1950s, it became evident that not only the survivors could not return to Western Armenia 

but also the Cold War made Turkey one of the allies of the United States. On the other hand, 

however, these changes convinced many Armenian Americans that a proper international 

situation can “reopen’ the Armenian Question providing the Armenians new opportunities 

to voice about Medz Yeghern. Whether or not they were realistic in their hopes, but the 

first step towards the new internationalization of the Armenian massacres was made. The 

memory of the Armenian massacres had been circulated beyond the Armenian 

communities worldwide.  

Another important change was related to the advance of the genocide discourse.  

While the Armenian case contributed to the coinage of the term, and eventual adoption of 

the convention, the latter, in turn, transformed and shaped the discourse around Medz 

Yeghern. More specifically, genocide discourse impacted Armenian American 

remembrance two ways. On the one hand, it allowed Armenians to tell their story to the 
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world transcending the “borders” of their communities. The genocide discourse did not 

reflect clearly one of the fundamental pillars of the Armenian remembrance – the issue of 

homeland – that was perceived by them as a right of a rehabilitation of the survivors and 

their descendants in their homes and settlements in Western Armenia. Nevertheless, they 

gradually embraced genocide discourse, because it seemed to be a more feasible way to 

achieve a recognition of their tragedy. On the other hand, genocide discourse allowed 

Armenian organizations, who had put different meanings in the remembrance of Medz 

Yeghern, to use the same vocabulary in addressing the tragic past. The struggle for the 

recognition of the Armenian massacres as a genocide became a main concern for both pro- 

and anti-Soviet organizations of the community.  

Finally, the approaching fiftieth anniversary of the Armenian Genocide and the 

political changes in the Soviet Union allowed Armenians to speak of Mets Yeghern in the 

Soviet Union more openly. Not only various Soviet Armenian writers touched upon the 

topic in their works, but the commemorative events during the fiftieth anniversary and the 

construction of the Genocide Memorial in the Soviet Armenian capital raised the topic from 

individual to a public level. With the deepening cooperation between the diasporic 

communities and Soviet Armenia in the 1960s, the remembrance of Medz Yeghern also 

became one of the important aspects of the links between them. Although divided 

Armenian American community could not reach a joint commemoration during the fiftieth 

anniversary, however, the genocide discourse and the changing relationship between 

Soviet Armenia and diasporic organizations put the foundation for a future unity.  
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Conclusion 

From the time of Medz Yeghern to its fiftieth anniversary in 1965, Armenians of the 

United States had reflected on it in multiple ways. Whether they published articles, books, 

memorial volumes, organized public meetings, lectures, protest marches, conducted church 

requiem services, November First-Sunday and April 24 commemorations, they 

incorporated Medz Yeghern into their communal life.  On the collective level, they had 

never forgotten the Medz Yeghern, nor had they silenced it. On the contrary, they made 

Medz Yeghern an indispensable part of their public culture. 

Armenian Americans had both personal, emotional, and practical reasons not to 

forget Medz Yeghern and not to conceal it from their public life. Whereas conventional 

scholarship on Armenian Genocide memory depicts Armenian Americans in a passive 

position – as survivors, who avoided the recalling of traumatic memories – the same 

authors, however, have not discussed how and why many of these survivors participated in 

Armenian American public life, an essential component of which was the recollection of 

Medz Yeghern. This problematic generalization not only has projected silence of many 

individuals into communal silence but also overlooked the agency of Armenian Americans, 

their communal structure, and, finally, the context in which the community lived. Yet, 

during the genocide, the Armenians of the United States were working on the possibility of 

stopping the massacre. After Medz Yeghern, their thoughts were with murdered brothers 

and sisters, parents and children, and countrymen. They remembered their homes, villages, 

and towns. They were also concerned about the fate of survivors scattered in the Middle 

East, Soviet Armenia, and all over the world in the post-genocide period. Finally, they went 
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beyond thought and concerns; they made individual and collective efforts to stop 

massacres, to save survivors, to fight losses, and to struggle for recognition and justice.  

This dissertation explored the words Armenian Americans used and the deeds they 

made to remember Medz Yeghern. To explain how and why the memory of the Armenian 

Genocide occupied such an essential role in their public life, this work paid special 

attention to the Armenian American organizations that organized and led this process. As 

shown in the first chapter, many of these organization transported their vision of Armenian 

cultural nationalism from the Ottoman Empire to America, one that aspired to achieve a 

safe existence of the Armenian nation in their historic homeland. The advocacy of the 

Armenian Question by Armenian Americans, to use the diplomatic language of that time, 

aimed to serve that purpose. After the Hamidian massacres, and especially after the World 

War I mass destruction, however, this imagination of the Armenian nation was interwoven 

with the memories of the tragedy. Imagining nation and homeland meant for Armenian 

Americans to recollect the tragic scenes of massacres and persecutions.  

Exploring the powerful response of the community both during the Hamidian 

Massacres and World War mass destruction, chapter two showed that Armenian American 

memorial culture, although aimed to respect the genocide victims, however, emerged from 

practical concerns. In public events and publications, Armenian Americans used various 

narratives to increase the American awareness on the Armenian topic and influence 

American foreign policy to stop the massacres and achieve a desirable solution to the 

Armenian Question. Similarly, they recalled their murdered countrymen to organize 

fundraising and support the orphaned kids. Moreover, they reminded about dying 

compatriots to conscript volunteers to go fight the perpetrators. These specific conditions 
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gave a birth to a unique memorial culture among Armenians of the United States that 

encompassed the sorrow and grief of survivors, practical concerns of Armenian Americans, 

and the shattering dreams for the solution of the Armenian Question. The emergence and 

development of the Armenian American commemoration had been largely informed by the 

developments around the Armenian Question between the 1890s and early 1920s. All 

memorial events, commemorative vocabulary, and narratives, discussed in this chapter, 

affirmed this fact.  

The Armenian Question continued to impact Armenian American remembrance. 

Specifically, several important political developments, including the Soviet seizure of the 

Republic of Armenia, the Lausanne treaty of 1923, and the changing US foreign policy in the 

Middle East largely influenced the activities, and, in some cases, even changed the 

organizational objectives of Armenian organizations. As Chapter three revealed, Medz 

Yeghern continued to remain in the Armenian American public sphere in the interwar 

period, despite the imposed international oblivion and silence. What changed was the 

polarization of the community between the anti-Soviet and pro-Soviet groups. This 

division, however, instead of overshadowing Medz Yeghern, provided a fertile soil for the 

interaction of its contested memories. Both the anti-Soviet ARF and pro-Soviet groups 

largely recollected Medz Yeghern, but the way they remembered and the narratives they 

constructed in their remembrance, were largely informed by their ideologies, programs, 

political positioning, and priorities. This period was marked by the emergence of April 24 

as a commemoration day for the Armenian Genocide, designated by the Armenian Church. 

While April 24 entered the Armenian American commemorative calendar, various groups 

struggled to depart from its neutral and more religious definition to one that reflected their 
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political programs. Regardless of the differences in approaches to the past, the memory of 

Medz Yeghern also served for each group to build their institutions and achieve a group 

cohesion.  

In the interwar period, the Armenian American memorial landscape was further 

enriched by commemorative forms of compatriotic societies.  Similar to political parties 

and the Armenian Church, these compatriotic unions both shaped public memories of Medz 

Yeghern and used it for their institutional building. But the process and approaches were 

fundamentally different. As the fourth chapter demonstrated, compatriotic unions 

addressed the difficult past in three distinct but interrelated ways – place naming, 

memorial publications, and celebration of resistance. All three forms of commemoration 

were again informed by practical concerns. While the construction of new settlements was 

a more effective and centralized way to help survivors, their naming after the destroyed 

ones aimed to foster a sense of continuity and community building. In this sense, memorial 

volumes and celebration of self-defense battles came to serve the same purpose. 

Emphasizing the heroic pages of the past, including the resistance during the genocide, the 

compatriotic societies sought to depart from survivor’s identity to one, which was proud of 

its past. On the other hand, memorial books were designed to fight the denial of their 

Armenian tragic experience. Preserving and transmitting the accounts of the destruction, 

they resisted mainstream exclusionist history and memory. They did so while struggling 

for recognition of their suffering, believing in future justice.  

World War II and Soviet territorial ambitions revived the Armenian Question for a 

short period of time. Armenians of the United States saw the possibility of pursuing justice 

for the suffering of their compatriots. Using this context, they began to remind the world 
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about the mass murder of their compatriots and the rights of survivors and their 

descendants for return to their homes in their petitions and memorandum to the 

governments of the Great Powers and international organizations. While the Cold War 

excluded such development, the advance of the Genocide Convention and genocide 

discourse provided another opportunity for Armenians. Armenian Americans, both pro-

Soviet and anti-Soviet groups, gradually embraced this term for the articulation of the 

memory of Medz Yeghern. Especially after the popularization of the Holocaust in the 1960s, 

the word “genocide” became an important tool for Armenian Americans to tell their story 

to the world in a more comprehendible language.  

This was the story of Armenian American remembrance of Medz Yeghern before its 

fiftieth anniversary in 1965. Tracing the emergence and evolution of the collective memory 

of Armenian Genocide in Armenian America, this dissertation offered a more complicated 

view on how Armenians of the diaspora remembered Medz Yeghern and how the memory 

functioned for them. When Armenians began mass protests and demonstrations in 1965, it 

did not happen suddenly. Armenians had never forgotten, nor they had silenced their 

sorrow.  
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