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Abstract 
This paper analyses the emergence of the Armenian Genocide on the international 
agenda as a political issue. It considers both structural conditions and agency 
activism on both the state and non-state levels within which the demands for 
recognition, reparation and reconciliation have been formulated. The primary 
hypothesis maintains that the emergence of the Armenian Genocide on the 
international agenda responded first to identity considerations in both the Diaspora 
and Soviet Armenia, but after Armenia gained independence in 1991 it became a 
controversial issue as a state policy. Focusing on the evolution of the issue since 
then, the paper highlights both the ethical and strategic dimensions of the question 
and the challenge to overcome their contradictions. The aim is to make a case for 
diplomatic engagement as a state policy complementing the Armenian Diaspora’s 
“Track Two” citizen diplomacy activism.  

 
Introduction: The “Forgotten,” or the Political Consequences, of the 
Singularity of the Armenian Genocide on the International Agenda 

 The mass extermination of the Armenians in the Ottoman Empire in 1915-
1923, which is now understood to be the first “modern” genocide of the 20th 
century,2 was “forgotten” by the world for nearly fifty years following a self-
imposed amnesia of World War I (WWI) Allies. There are five main reasons for 
this “Great Silence,” as coined by the Armenian writer Berj Zeituntsian in one of 
his plays about the Armenian Genocide: first, Turkish denial as the official policy 
of the Republic founded by Mustafa Kemal, known as Ataturk; second, the 
strategic interest of the Allies for Turkish neutrality during World War II (WWII) 
and for keeping Turkey as a crucial NATO ally in the Cold War for the 
containment of the Soviet Union; third, the impossibility of the Soviet Socialist 
Republic (SSR) of Armenia leading an international process in quest of 
recognition and reparation because of its lack of sovereignty while the USSR 
maintained an official policy of “good neighborhood” after the circumstantial 
Kemalist-Bolshevik cooperation against the Allies in the early 1920s; fourth, the 
worldwide dispersion and exile conditions of the survivors of the Genocide, who, 
naturally, faced the urgency of organizing a collective existence; fifth, though 
during WWI and its immediate aftermath the extermination of the Armenians in 
the Ottoman Empire was labeled as a “crime against humanity” and the Young 
Turks’ government held responsible for it, the concept of “genocide” as a legal 
term was conceived much later, in 1944. 

This singular “forgetting” of the Genocide, the conscious ignoringe of the fact 
imposed by Turkey and the silent complicity of the rest of the world, meant the 
factual disappearance from the international agenda of the Armenian Question as 
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formulated by the end of the 19th century; this, in fact, was the privately confessed 
supreme aim of those who planned and executed the crime. But the “forgetting” of 
the Genocide constituted also the last stage of the crime –the social construction of 
its non-existence. If it had succeeded, the answer to Hitler’s question, “Who 
remembers the Armenians?” would have had as its answer: “Nobody;” and the 
Genocide would have become the paradigm of the perfect crime—the one that 
never happened. This is why the effort to make the Armenian Genocide an issue 
on the international agenda is more than the resurrection of the 19th century 
Armenian Question. In fact, since 1965, this effort has come to serve as a sort of 
proof of existence and a central piece of collective identity for the Diaspora.  

This paper pursues both an explicative and normative aim. First, it analyzes 
the political process of the inclusion of the Armenian Genocide on the 
international agenda, and, second, makes a case for the necessity of diplomatic 
engagement with the issue as a state policy by the Republic of Armenia. I maintain 
that the Armenian Genocide gained international visibility as a consequence of the 
Diaspora’s political activism and social mobilization from 1965 on. Nevertheless, 
the Diaspora, as a non-state actor on the international stage, has faced serious 
constraints in making the recognition and the reparation of the Genocide an issue 
on the international agenda. Yet, since 1991, the Armenian State has been reluctant 
to fully engage with the Genocide as a state policy. The issue was not on the 
foreign policy agenda of the first government, and when, in 1998, this position was 
reversed and the inclusion of the Genocide on Armenia’s foreign agenda publicly 
declared, rarely, or only circumstantially, did the political engagement of the State 
go beyond rhetoric. The lack of a sustained diplomatic course concerning the 
Genocide in the international arena as a distinctive feature of Armenia’s active 
presence in the world is the most obvious proof of the still persistent reluctance for 
a full engagement with the issue as a State policy. I explain the root causes of this 
reluctance, and make an argument for the necessity of diplomatic engagement with 
the issue of Genocide in terms of recognition, reparation, reconciliation and 
prevention, for three main reasons: national security, foreign policy strategy, and 
Diaspora-Armenia common collective identity. If institutionalized, a diplomatic 
engagement with the issue of Genocide would also complement the Diaspora’s 
activism of “Track Two” citizen diplomacy. 

My theoretical perspective is based on the agent-structure problematique of 
social constructivism to explain the process of the emergence of the issue of 
genocide on the international agenda as both identity politics and the classical 
“struggle for power.” Within the context of the agent-structure problematique, I 
also use some elements of the Marxist approach, especially Gramsci’s concept of 
“hegemony” reformulated within International Relations (IR) Theory, to explain 
Armenia’s reluctance to fully engage with the issue of Genocide. As for my case 
for diplomatic engagement, I follow the conceptual framing of the “New 
Diplomacy” and state-civil society dynamics in the formation of “Coalitions of the 
Willing.” In my conclusion I reformulate Armenia’s former Foreign Minister 
Vartan Oskanian’s concept of “complementarity” in the national context to 
broaden understanding and practice of it as Armenia’s distinctive foreign policy 
doctrine. 
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Section I. Diaspora, Identity Politics, and the Emergence of the Genocide on 
the International Agenda 

The Armenian Question vanished from the international agenda because there 
was no state to claim it, nor did it respond to the geopolitical interests of the Great 
Powers after 1923, as in fact it had in the last quarter of the 19th century.3 No such 
interest emerged during the following decades, and even less so in the context of 
the Cold War, with Turkey’s inclusion on February 18, 1952 in the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO) and the stabilization of the bipolar balance of power 
on the Turkish-Soviet border. It is, therefore, impossible to explain from a 
traditional State-centric IR Theoretical perspective how an issue challenging the 
structure of the balance of power made its way to the international agenda. In fact, 
the emergence of the Genocide as an international issue is understandable first 
from an Identity Politics perspective, and then, at a later stage, within agent-
structure dynamics.4 

This section argues that the emergence of the Armenian Genocide on the 
international agenda is the consequence of the dynamics of Identity Politics in the 
Armenian Diaspora and Soviet Armenia. As such, it is related more to existential 
motivations than to strategic calculations or material incentives. The activism of 
Identity Politics, however, did have an impact on the international structure at the 
precise moment when the latter was on the verge of a change. The Whittaker 
Report in the UN Sub-commission of Human Rights in 1985, and the 1987 
decision of the European Parliament, along with several other public declarations, 
parliamentary motions and similar supportive gestures, constitute both the proof of 
genocide gaining visibility and the constraints of non-state activism to push an 
issue on the international agenda beyond its formulation as an ethical commitment. 
These constraints are even more obvious in the case of the national mobilization in 
Soviet Armenia, which scored hardly any result beyond rescuing the memory of 
the Genocide and giving to it a visibility in Armenia; for reasons relevant to the 
Soviet authoritarian regime there was not even a “Sovietization” of the Genocide, 
or its official treatment, even as a moral issue, in Moscow.  
 
I.a. The Critical Juncture: 1965 
The 50th anniversary of the Genocide became a critical moment for Armenians in 
the Diaspora and Soviet Armenia, as the commemoration of the Genocide became 
a popular mobilization demanding justice. An agreement between the three 
historical political parties, the Social-Democratic Hunchaguian Party (SDHP, 
Hunchag), the Armenian Revolutionary Federation (ARF, Dashnagtsutiun), and 
the Armenian Democratic Liberal Party (ADLP, Ramgavar), in the Diaspora 
provided the ground for massive rallies in almost all Armenian communities in the 
world, claiming recognition and reparation for the Genocide. In Soviet Armenia, 
for the first time since 1920, the silent commemoration of the anniversary of the 
Genocide led to a popular outburst with the provocative cry of “Our lands! Our 
lands!” referring to Western Armenia. For almost three days the government lost 
control of the situation and risked a military intervention from Moscow had order 
not been restored by then.5 
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Hence to both the Diaspora and Soviet Armenia, , the 50th anniversary of the 
Genocide was a critical juncture with the revival of the Armenian Cause for the 
forthcoming years. Understandably, only in the Diaspora was the struggle 
politicized in terms of public demands, and, ultimately, use of violence. The 
critical juncture of 1965 was the consequence of the conjunction of three factors: 
the coming of age of a third generation of Armenians since the Genocide in the 
Diaspora, the persistence of the silence about the crime, and the international 
context. Indeed, the new generation of Armenians born in the Diaspora, which 
came of age in the late 1960s and during the 1970s, was the generation of the 
grandchildren of the survivors of the Genocide. The third generation did not face 
the survival problem of their grandparents, nor did they have the urgent need for 
success in business as a way of integratingt in their new milieu as did their parents, 
the generation of the 1940s and the aftermath of WWII. Moreover, the third 
generation of Diaspora Armenians was the generation that grew up in ghetto-style 
community institutions, foreseen by their parents as the way of preserving the 
national identity while waiting for the day of redemption—the massive return to 
the Fatherland. 

At the same time, the third generation is also the generation of Armenians 
who received higher education and started to wander outside the community. They 
were in touch and politically engaged with the world much more than the 
generation of their fathers, who usually defined engagement as the struggle for the 
preservation of a national identity. It is precisely this contact with the world that 
drove the third generation of Armenians to question the persistent international 
silence about the Genocide in a world that had condemned the Holocaust in 
Nuremberg and adopted the UN Genocide Convention in 1948. Preserving the 
national culture, identity and memory through passivity in politics did not 
convince them anymore, as they witnessed how the very element conditioning the 
perpetuation of the national identity, the Armenian language, was already 
vanishing from everyday use. 

The third generation, finally, grew up with the open protests against the war in 
Vietnam, the French student demonstrations of May ’68, and, above all, the efforts 
for Palestinian emancipation after the Six Day War of 1967. The international 
context of the late 1960s and the 1970s, of the Détente and the emergence of Third 
World politics, thus, motivated the third generation of Armenians to start a new 
phase of politicization culminating in direct action.6 It is worth observing that it 
was in 1965 that, for the first time since the Genocide, April 24 was declared by 
law as a “Day for the Remembrance of the Armenian Martyrs,”7 and the 
Committee for the Defense of the Armenian Cause (CDCA in its French acronym) 
was created in Paris.  

 
I.b. Mass Mobilization, Direct Action, and Political Advocacy: The Successive 
Stages of Diasporan Activism 
Diasporan activism went through three stages during the two decades that followed 
the 50th anniversary of the Genocide.8 It started, as described above, with massive 
mobilizations in the streets, instead of closed ceremonials in churches and 
community centers, and reached out to mass media and international 
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organizations.9 It is not incorrect to presume that Armenian expectations of states, 
international organizations and especially the UN were naively high at the first 
stage of Diasporan activism, partly as a consequence of a lack of understanding of 
the logic of international politics. Soon, however, disappointment followed, as 
these efforts did not produce any tangible result. Moreover, Turkey moved to an 
active stage in its politics of denial when, in 1973, its representative asked and 
obtained the removal of even a slight mention of the Armenian Genocide in the 
30th paragraph of the report of the UN Sub-commission for Human Rights, to erase 
perhaps the last, and almost insignificant, trace of memory of the crime.10 The 
Turkish move, according to Gérard Chaliand, constituted a shock for Armenians 
worldwide, who received the news as the denial of their very existence.11 

The Turkish move came in the year when Turkey’s General Consul in Los 
Angeles and his Secretary were assassinated in Santa Barbara, California. The 
author of this assassination, Kurken Yanikian, a Genocide survivor, gave himself 
up to the US authorities, and in court declared no remorse whatever for an act he 
characterized as revenge for the killing of all the members of his family during the 
Genocide. Condemned to prison for life, Yanikian became almost a living model 
for many young Diaspora Armenians.12 Yanikian was released from prison for his 
advanced age in 1981, when the impact of his act as both a stmulus for internal 
revival and a means for carrying out the struggle was already observable. Indeed, 
between 1975 and 1985, an estimated 222 violent actions were perpetrated against 
targets related to the Turkish State or Turkish interests in approximately twenty 
Western and non-Western countries, including the former Yugoslavia and 
Bulgaria, both at that time under a socialist regime. The RAND Corporation 
characterized the geographical scope of these actions as the broadest of its time, 
not equaled by any other group.13 According to an early observer of what the 
Armenian press called “armed propaganda,” and more commonly was labeled 
“Armenian terrorism,” some twenty organizations released public statements either 
claiming responsibility for an action, or to announce their formation, aim, and 
course of action. Two groups stand out as the leading organizations that generated 
the phenomenon: The Armenian Secret Army for the Liberation of Armenia 
(ASALA) and the Justice Commandos for the Armenian Genocide (JCAG). The 
latter had a national orientation, limiting the scope of its actions to the Turkish 
State, whereas the ASALA defined the struggle in the broader context of anti-
imperialism and occasionally targeted both Turkish non-state objectives, including 
civilians, and Western interests. A third organization, the Armenian Revolutionary 
Army (ARA), closer to the ideological position of the JCAG, became widely 
known after five of its members occupied the Turkish Embassy in Lisbon, 
Portugal, on July 27, 1983, and blew themselves up during the operation. The last 
important action of Armenian “terrorism” was the occupation of the Turkish 
Embassy in Ottawa, Canada, on March 14, 1985 by three members of the ARA, 
who ended by giving themselves up to the Canadian government. After the Ottawa 
operation, the phenomenon of Armenian “terrorism” came to an end, though some 
of the organizations continued releasing public statements, concluding, thus, the 
second stage of Diaspora’s political activism, direct action. 
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The legacy of Armenian direct action is a matter of debate, but there is no 
doubt about its importance in breaking the silence around the Genocide and 
making it visible on the international stage. The visibility of the Genocide, on the 
other hand, imposed further professionalization of the Diaspora’s political 
advocacy, which forms the third and current stage of Diaspora politics. It is 
characterized by the institutionalization of political activity, the formation of 
entities specialized in the study and promotion of the subject, and the emergence 
of an epistemic community of historians, sociologists, legal experts, philosophers, 
politicians, and international analysts, as well as writers, artists and, in general, 
intellectuals with an expertise in the field. Speaking strictly from a chronological 
perspective, this third stage does not necessarily follow the end of the decade of 
direct action. In fact, most of the examples mentioned date back to the 1960s and 
1970s. Nevertheless, the characterization of this stage of the evolution of 
Diasporan activism as the third lies in the importance of the gains of political 
advocacy after the concrete results that made the Genocide visible on the 
international agenda. It also goes beyond rescuing the issue from oblivion as the 
third stage ends up becoming what in IR Theory is known as “Track Two” 
diplomacy in the context of the globalization of world politics after the end of 
Cold War.14 Its importance lies in its role within the strategy of diplomatic 
engagement as a state policy, as I will discuss in my conclusion. 

 
I.c. Rescuing the Collective Memory: Genocide and Identity Politics in Soviet 
Armenia 

Under Soviet rule, the commemoration of the Armenian Genocide and the 
public memorial services for the victims were compelled to official silence, with a 
discrete permission to publish material about the Genocide as of the mid-1960s.15 
According to Claire Mouradian, following the Turkish-Soviet friendship treaty 
signed in Moscow on March 16, 1921, an article in Jizn’ Natsionalnosti (Life of 
Nations), a publication of the Commissariat of the Nationalities under the direction 
of Stalin, defined the main lines of the official interpretation of the Genocide. 
Accordingly, the mass extermination of the Armenians and their disappearance 
from eastern Anatolia is not denied but explained according to a Marxist 
perspective: the Armenian “nationalist small bourgeois” class was to be blamed for 
the resolution of the Armenian Question as it hoped for foreign intervention. In 
any case, as the revolutionaries in both the former Ottoman and Tsarist empires 
won the struggle, Turkish and Armenian people were from the  on tied together 
and revolutionary solidarity would help them to overcome ancient nationalist 
antagonism.16 This does not mean, of course, that there was no awareness among 
the elite of Soviet Armenia of the fading away of the collective memory, and the 
need to rescue it. Research on how the memory of the Genocide survived the 
Stalinist period, what strategy was adopted to preserve it, how April 24 was 
commemorated, how during the early de-Stalinization period the topic started to 
circulate on the non-official national agenda, and other related questions is still a 
task to be performed.  

It is fair, however, to consider the demand for a memorial of the Genocide and 
the March 16, 1965 official decision to, in fact, build a monument as the starting 
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point of the effort to give the issue public visibility. The main task of the First 
Secretary of the Communist Party of Soviet Armenia at the time, Yakov 
Zaroubyan became to sway Moscow’s resistance and get approval for the project 
of what became the Tsitsenakabert Memorial Complex.17 Both events in the 
critical year 1965 indicated the main aim and direction of identity politics for the 
following two decades in Soviet Armenia, a process that followed its own logic 
with little contact and certainly no political-strategic coordination with the parallel 
process in the Diaspora. Indeed, the aim was to rescue the memory of the 
Genocide and give it public visibility, and the main actors were Soviet Armenia’s 
intellectuals. The main battlefield was history, whereas literature and art in general 
assumed the role of public diffusion. 

Armenian historiography started to deal with the topic of the Genocide 
immediately after Stalin’s death, a decade before the critical juncture of 1965, and 
a series of publications made the early effort to break off from the then prevailing 
official interpretation of the most recent period of Armenian history.18 From the 
late 1960s, a new generation of historians started to discuss more specifically the 
issue of the Genocide and its consequences. Some of the early efforts include 
Harutyun Turshyan’s The Heroic Battle of Sardarapat, which was first published 
in 1965 and, later, in a second edition of 30,000 copies. While talking about 
Sardarabad, the book also discussed the Genocide, stating that the intentions of the 
Turkish government were to exterminate Armenians in Eastern Armenia too. In the 
same year, Aghasi Yesayan, a professor at Yerevan State University and a lawyer, 
published The Armenian Question and International Diplomacy. John Kirakosyan 
was the first to undertake research on the Genocide properly in his 1965 book 
World War I and the Western Armenians. A comprehensive compilation of 
archival materials and articles on the Armenian Genocide, edited by academic 
Mkrtich Nersisyan, with the title The Armenian Genocide in the Ottoman Empire, 
was published in 1966. The distinctive characteristic of the book was that it came 
out first in Russian and was later translated into Armenian. 

Parallel to historiography, the issue of the Genocide also started to become a 
central theme in the works of Armenian artists, poets and writers. After 1965, 
Hovhannes Shiraz, Paruyr Sevak, Gevorg Emin, Silva Kaputikyan (poets), 
Khachik Dashtents (writer), Minas Avetisyan (painter) Grigor Khanjian (painter), 
started to refer to the issue in their works. In Yerevan as well as other Armenian 
towns and villages monuments dedicated to the memory of the victims of the 
Genocide multiplied. There is little doubt that the leadership of Soviet Armenia 
did, in fact, gain permission from Moscow to promote the issue within the official 
perspective, another research topic still to be undertaken. Yet, although this was 
allowed almost exclusively within the context of the 29,000 sq. km. of the 
Republic, it did not mean its inclusion within the Soviet agenda. Nor, perhaps, 
could anyone even imagine any political advocacy in Moscow and other Soviet 
Republics. The exception was the Armenian dissident movement, which was also 
perhaps even more circumscribed within the national context. Could the Soviet 
Armenian elite have made an additional effort but stopped short? Or is it the case 
that no matter how hard it tried, the limitations of going beyond identity politics 
and pushing the topic onto the official Soviet agenda were even stricter than in the 
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case of the Diaspora, which, at least, had greater freedom of movement? This 
indeed, is a pending debate that needs serious analysis. 

Looking back to the critical quarter century of 1965-1991, the efforts in the 
Diaspora to take the Genocide out of oblivion and install it on the international 
agenda do not lose their almost epic aspect. No less important has the struggle in 
Soviet Armenia been in making the Genocide a current issue in the collective 
memory of the people; for there should be no doubt that if left to Moscow, even in 
the de-Stalinization period, the official interpretation would have continued. In 
fact, the relative tolerance from the Kremlin did not mean any essential change in 
Soviet-Turkish relations after 1921; the topic of Genocide did not make its way to 
other Soviet Republics, nor was it discussed in the Supreme Soviet. Moreover, 
Moscow watched carefully any attempt at serious cooperation between the 
Diaspora and Soviet Armenia and did not encourage the efforts of recognition.  
The Soviet posture towards the Genocide obeyed the logic of the Cold War’s 
bipolar competition with its opponent, the United States; whenever the US needed 
to involve Turkey, Armenian claims met with greater tolerance. Yet, the ritual of 
the remembrance of the “Kemal-Lenin friendship” was always there to remind that 
no tolerance would ever reach a level where the principles of the Treaty of 
Moscow, especially regarding the border issue, would be questioned.19 

This is why the main achievements of the first stage of official public 
recognition of the Genocide had been exclusively the result of the Diaspora’s 
political mobilization. The reversal of the denial and arguably the first turning-
point20 of a twenty-year-long struggle was the inclusion of the Armenian Genocide 
in the 1985 report by Benjamin Whitaker, the Special Rapporteur for the UN 
Commission on Human Rights’ Sub-commission on Prevention of Discrimination 
and Protection of Minorities.21 The next important step was the European 
Parliament’s June 18, 1987 resolution, which made the recognition of the 
Genocide a condition for Turkish inclusion in the European Union accession 
process. Notwithstanding the importance of other achievements, including 
parliamentary resolutions in Argentina (1985) and public declarations of Francois 
Mitterand (France, 1986) and Raúl Alfonsín (Argentina, 1987), there is little doubt 
that only the UN report and European  Parliament resolution were the 
achievements that mattered most from an international perspective; they included a 
power play involving Turkey in its political calculations. 

However, getting the Genocide on the international agenda was only a first 
step. It opened the way to what might be framed as a power struggle for truth 
between the ongoing politics of denial and its dismantling. It started a competition 
between the conservation of an international order of denial and the challenge to 
change it. Yet, the achievements were more rewarding internally to the Diaspora 
than affecting any Turkish national interest, at least not any with which Ankara 
would have serious difficulty dealing. The power struggle for truth addressed an 
ethical issue in a world where ethics still trailed behind politics and did not 
challenge the overall structure of the balance of power. Simply put, the power 
struggle for truth involved a state actor, in fact a middle power, and a non-state 
actor; it was still outside the inter-state context.  
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Section II. State Building, Genocide, and the Reluctance to Make the Issue a 
State Policy  

The emergence of the Karabagh Movement in 1988, and the ensuing process 
for independence created the opportunity to finally find a main and legitimate 
actor able to push the Genocide as a political issue onto the international agenda. 
During the popular mobilization of 1988, the issue came on the agenda; the 
pogroms of Sumgait, Kirovabad and Baku, as well as the forced exodus of up to 
500,000 Armenians living in Azerbaijan running from violent hostility were 
interpreted as an extension of the Genocide and the sacrifice of Armenia that the 
politics of Lenin, Stalin and their successor required on the eastern front.22 
However, even before independence the reluctance to include the Genocide as an 
issue on the official agenda of the popular movement became clear, especially in 
the debate about the Declaration of Independence. As recorded, the issue of the 
Genocide gave rise to the longest and most heated debate when the Supreme 
Soviet of Armenia discussed the text of the soon to be promulgated Declaration on 
the Independence of Armenia on August 23, 1990. Ter Petrosian, at that time 
president of the Supreme Soviet, argued against including a clause about the 
Genocide because doing so would be wrong from both a political and a diplomatic 
viewpoint. Intellectuals like Rafayel Ishkhanian, who at that time identified 
themselves with the ideology and the goals of the Armenian National Movement, 
argued about the “emotionality” of the issue as opposed to a “rational” political 
approach centered on achieving independence and building the State. Accordingly, 
Armenia would achieve nothing even if various States or the United Nations 
recognized the Genocide. A majority of MPs, however, did not agree with Ter 
Petrosian. One hundred and thirty-one voted in favor of including a paragraph to 
the effect that the Republic of Armenia would support efforts to achieve 
international recognition of the Armenian Genocide; only twenty-five voted 
against. The final text in the Declarations states: “The Republic of Armenia stands 
in support of the task of achieving international recognition of the 1915 Genocide 
in Ottoman Turkey and Western Armenia.”23 

Had the Genocide remained outside the Declaration of Independence, the 
whole meaning of identity politics would have needed reconsideration. Moreover, 
it certainly would have created a dangerous schism between Armenia and the 
Diaspora. Its inclusion in the Declaration, however, did not ensure its translation 
into an issue on the foreign policy agenda, and less for diplomatic engagement. 
Quite the opposite, identity politics regarding the Genocide issue remained part of 
Armenian internal political dynamics both in the context of the power struggle in 
the Republic of Armenia and Armenia-Diaspora relations. In fact, it would never 
end completely, even after the official inclusion of the issue on the foreign policy 
agenda in 1998. Episodes like the Turkish-Armenian Reconciliation Commission, 
and, more importantly, the so-called “Football Diplomacy,” showed the lack of a 
national consensus in the way the issue should figure on the Armenian foreign 
policy agenda. 

 
 



 238

II.a. Raison d’Etat, Pragmatism, and Genocide: The Ter Petrosian Government 
and its Legacy 

Despite its inclusion in the Declaration of Independence, the Armenian 
Genocide was excluded from Armenia’s foreign policy agenda during the 
presidency of Levon Ter Petrosian. The main ideologue of the first Armenian 
independent government, Ter Petrosian’s advisor, Gerard J. Libaridian, explains 
this position in wider terms as “two different worldviews” in Armenian political 
thinking. “The first group consists of the pragmatists, people who want to use the 
opportunity of statehood to return Armenia and Armenians to the fold of humanity 
as ‘normal’ people. The second group believes statehood should be used as a 
vehicle to achieve a “higher” purpose, quality, mission, or program.”24 The 
difference, then, for this line of reasoning is primarily between rational State-
centered thinking and a cultural/psychological aspect of Armenian political 
thinking, which, in another context, Gaïdz Minassian characterizes as “Haïtadism,” 
a highly symbolic concept that reflects from a sociological perspective “the 
meeting of the toughness of the real world and the psychosis of ethnic extinction 
… an eternal conflict between the reason to live and the phobia of death.”25  

Ter Petrosian and his followers conceptualized their politics as “realist-
pragmatist”, aiming at building an independent democratic state and free market 
economy as well as establishing peaceful relations with all its neighbors. From this 
perspective, normalizing relations with Turkey gained priority, as the opening of 
the borders was seen as both a geopolitical necessity to break Armenia’s 
landlocked isolation and dependence on Russia and to seize the opportunity of 
economic cooperation, including trans-border projects of integration. Despite its 
complexity and controversies, which became all too clear from the very first 
attempts to base the relations on an exclusively business-driven pragmatic 
approach, Ter Petrosian’s strategy was coherent with the then predominant global 
model of liberal democracy and free market economy, which Ter Petrosian and his 
followers adopted as their own at the time of transition from the communist to the 
capitalist system and during the process of first accumulation of capital through 
the process of privatization. 

The exclusion of the Armenian Genocide from the foreign policy agenda 
deepened the split between the Diaspora and the Ter Petrosian government, 
leading to open clashes. For some analysts, the split is explained in terms of the 
difference of the centrality of the issue of Genocide on the respective political and 
organizational agendas of the Diaspora and Homeland nrespectively.26 The 
relevance of this difference cannot be argued as the determinant factor for the split 
without considerations relevant to the political economy of the transition. 
However, remarkable the extent to which Ter Petrosian personally performed 
public confrontations with representatives of the Diaspora, including highly 
respected intellectuals who pioneered the inclusion of the Genocide on the 
international agenda. The highest point of this clash, arguably, was during the 
commemoration of the 80th anniversary of the Genocide in 1995, when the 
President and his advisor, Libaridian, publicly discredited Prof. Richard 
Hovannisian, declaring that the Genocide was a historical issue, not a political 
one.27 
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It certainly is incorrect to suspect Ter Petrosian, or any member of the 
Armenian National Movement, of denialism. Yet, clearly he did not consider the 
Genocide a top priority, for Armenia’s foreign policy was directed towards the 
normalization of relations with Turkey, and Armenia’s first president tried hard to 
convince the rulers in Ankara to accept his pragmatism formulated in terms of 
“relations without preconditions.” Whether this for Ter Petrosian meant dealing 
with the issue later on, or simply accepting the highest stage of pragmatism, 
whereby the truth of the Genocide would remain relative and there would be a 
gentleman’s agreement to respect the opponent’s point of view and continue doing 
business as usual, is irrelevant, for Ankara’s interest was, precisely, to get Yerevan 
to declare publicly its abandonment of the issue.28 In other words, Ankara wanted 
Ter Petrosian to go beyond his pragmatic silence with respect to the international 
recognition of the Genocide and drop the issue completely, a price that he did not 
want, or did not know how, to pay. Ter Petrosian resigned in February 1998 
without achieving normalization of relations with Turkey. Yet, he left as a lasting 
legacy the “pragmatic” formulation of Armenia’s policy towards Turkey, namely 
of “normal relations without pre-conditions.” 

 
II.b. Commitment ma non troppo: Kocharian and the Politics of Resistance 

With the successor of Levon Ter Petrosian, Armenia’s official policy towards 
the Genocide changed. Robert Kocharian announced that he would include the 
international recognition of the Genocide on his foreign policy agenda, and did so 
during his speech at the 53rd General Assembly of the United Nations on 
September 25, 1998, when he highlighted the importance of recognizing the 
Armenian Genocide as a means to further prevent such actions.29 Kocharian’s first 
address at the UN General Assembly could be considered as the turning point of 
Armenia’s State policy regarding the Genocide. From that day on, two important 
features of Genocide recognition efforts have become relevant. The first one is the 
end of official Armenian self-restriction in the international context when it comes 
to addressing the issue. The second is Kocharian’s success in bringing the 
Diaspora back onto Armenia’s foreign policy agenda, carefully avoiding 
frustrating its large sectors as his predecessor had done while trying to engage only 
those who would support his policies. 

Indeed, since 1998 no Armenian official has kept silent regarding the 
international recognition of the Genocide. Quite the opposite; Armenia has asked 
for international recognition of the Genocide and linked the issue to international 
commitment to prevent the crime whenever the opportunity presented itself, 
including during meetings with Turkish officials. The latter point stands in 
remarkable contrast to Ter Petrosian’s policy, considering that a statement about 
the Genocide in Istanbul in 1992 by then Foreign Minister Raffi Hovhannisian led 
to his resignation. One of the most resonant speeches was that of Kocharian’s 
Foreign Minister, Vartan Oskanian, at the 57th General Assembly of the United 
Nations: 

I wish to take the opportunity this podium provides to re-iterate 
President Kocharian’s statement before this General Assembly two years 
ago to work for the recognition of the Armenian Genocide and to prevent 



 240

the repetition of such human atrocity. We extend our profound appreciation 
to all those governments, legislatures, and international bodies that have 
recognized the Armenian Genocide, and pledge our cooperation to all those 
that are currently in the process of reaffirming the facts of this crime against 
humanity. As a signatory of the Convention on the Prevention and 
Punishment of the Crime of Genocide, the Armenian Government places a 
high priority on the struggle to prevent future genocides and to stand up 
against all attempts to deny past genocides. We support all initiatives that 
reinforce the international consensus behind this landmark treaty.30 

 
The importance of this statement lies in the official Armenian support for the 

efforts of the Diaspora to achieve recognition of the Genocide in different 
countries. Indeed, the change of the official policy with regard to the Genocide in 
1998 gave a real boost to these efforts. Worth mentioning among others are the 
introduction of a bill recognizing the Genocide in the US Congress in 2000, 
aborted only with direct intervention from the White House; the French Law 
recognizing the Genocide in 2001; the public announcement by The New York 
Times, Time magazine and other international press organs that when using the 
term genocide when referring to 1915 they would not put it in quotes  or qualify 
the issue with terms such as “so-called” or “alleged;” the Argentine Law 
recognizing the Genocide in 2007; and, last but not least, the inclusion in France 
and other countries in public debates of punishment by law of the denial of the 
Genocide. A complete list of the political achievements in the Diaspora for the 
international recognition of the Genocide is beyond the scope of this study; what, 
however, is important to highlight is that putting an end to the official reluctance to 
address the issue of Genocide from 1998 on has facilitated the efforts of the 
Diaspora’s political activism. It has at least stopped short the argument of a so-
called difference between Diaspora and Homeland, which Ter Petrosian’s policy, 
willingly or not, had offered to Turkey and other countries facing the demand of 
recognition. There is an obvious difference between the stagnation of these efforts 
in the 1990s and the first decade of the 21st century. It would not be wrong to 
consider that the Diaspora’s political activism has taken a qualitative jump and 
created a global structure securing not only a space for the Genocide on the 
international agenda but also opening new fields and venues to make the issue part 
of the collective human commitment aimed at making the world safe from any 
other attempt at genocidal politics. True, this relative optimism is still contradicted 
by an international context where, as Juan Gabriel Tokatlian warns,31 the drive for 
power is once again facilitating conditions for mass atrocities and impunity. Yet, 
the fact is that Armenian references in terms of scholarly publications, expertise, 
artistic creations, participation in debates and global campaigns are a reality today. 

Kocharian’s initiative to change the Ter Petrosian policy was not a pragmatic 
turn motivated by the failure of his predecessor’s perspective aiming at repairing 
an internal strife within the nation. Making the international recognition of the 
Genocide a state policy with its definition as a national security issue led to yet 
another step forward, as stated in the National Security Strategy: “Armenia aspires 
to the universal recognition and condemnation, including by Turkey, of the 
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Armenian Genocide, and sees it both as a restoration of historical rights and as a 
way to improve the overall situation in the region, while also preventing similar 
crimes in the future.”32 

Yet, even during Kocharian’s two terms, some clouds remained on the 
horizon, casting doubts on the government’s real intentions. For example, the 
Foreign Ministry did not react firmly against the denial of the Genocide when 
some diplomats, including the Ambassadors of the United Kingdom and Israel, 
publicly made controversial statements concerning the issue, despite public 
outrage and condemnation in both Armenia and the Diaspora.33 Most importantly, 
the obscure episode of the so-called Turkish-Armenian Reconciliation 
Commission (TARC) raised suspicions of a yet unclear orientation from the 
Foreign Ministry.34 It is true that Kocharian stood firm in his refusal to the 
proposal by Ankara in 2005 for a joint “commission of historians” to study the 
question of the Genocide; nevertheless, silently at least, Yerevan looked for ways 
to establish a dialogue with Turkey following the principle of “negotiations 
without preconditions,” which proved that the Ter Petrosian legacy was still alive. 

 
II.c. The Great Gamble: Genocide and Sarkisian’s “Football Diplomacy” 

The so-called “football diplomacy” of Kocharian’s successor, Serge Sarkisian, 
and the ensuing Turkish-Armenian Protocols in October 200935 to normalize the 
relations between the two countries illustrate the persistence of the Ter Petrosian 
legacy. Moreover, they constitute the first real attempt to apply the principal of 
“relations without preconditions.” At the same time, they reveal the poverty of the 
principle and show its irrelevance for the normalization of Turkish-Armenian 
relations, proving the impossibility of avoiding the question of Genocide without 
falling into the denialist trap. 

It is too soon to have any strong argument based on empirical evidence for 
objective analysis of the episode, which despite its freezing since April of 2010 is 
not completely dead. Nevertheless, so far it seems that the initiative came from 
Sarkisian in an attempt to ease international pressure on his government after the 
controversial elections of February 19, 2008 and the following bloodshed when, on 
March 2, 2008, security forces cracked down on the violent manifestation of Ter 
Petrosian’s followers, who rejected the results of the election. Normalizing 
relations with Turkey was Washington’s policy, with the EU’s support, for reasons 
arguably related to both geopolitics and the increasing pressure of the Diaspora for 
official US recognition of the Genocide, including, for example, the ability of 
American-Armenian political activism to block in Congress Washington’s foreign 
policy initiatives. It is important to highlight that the Turkish-Armenian 
rapprochement initiative came from Yerevan in June 2008, and, to make it 
attractive to Ankara, Sarkisian did not dismiss the possibility of a joint commission 
to study the past, including the Genocide,. The President declared this at first, 
before retreating from this position later. The argument that the “football 
diplomacy” was the consequence of the August 2008 War of Five Days between 
Georgia and Russia, justified by the real threat of a complete isolation of Armenia 
in case of a prolonged closure of the borders with Georgia, is post-factum; the war 
only prompted Turkish interest in proposing its Caucasian Stability Initiative and, 
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probably, provided pragmatic Russian agreement aimed at distancing Turkey from 
NATO.  

No matter what the true reasons may be, the whole process of engaging 
Turkey is full of details that reveal at best a pragmatism that gave priority to the 
agreement and left the issue of Genocide on a second tier. During all the phases of 
the “football diplomacy,” the successive messages of the President to the 
Armenians reflected his commitment to “never forget” the Genocide, or to agree to 
a “commission of historians,” as the Turkish side still insisted in its interpretation 
of the Protocols. In other words, Sarkisian tried to distinguish his policy from Ter 
Petrosian’s. However, there are many facts that explain the widespread perception, 
especially in the Diaspora, of an unacceptable level of pragmatism leading to a 
novel way of “forgetting” the Genocide. These facts include taking the Mount 
Ararat symbol off the emblem of Armenia’s national soccer team before the match 
against Turkey, signing the “Road Map” on the eve of April 24, 2009, rejecting 
proposals in the National Assembly to toughen the measures against Genocide 
denial in Armenia, and others. 

Nevertheless, beyond any analysis of the motivations and aims of the Turkey-
Armenia deal, what matters most for the sake of the present study are the 
consequences and the impact of the process. In the Armenian national context, 
both the content of the agreement and the way it was negotiated between Yerevan 
and Ankara provoked commotion and revived the concerns of a Diaspora-
Homeland split. Neither Sarkisian’s policy to rally some of the most prestigious 
Armenian civil society organizations, the Church, and the rich and famous, nor his 
last-minute tour to Russia, Europe, the Middle East and the US to assure the 
Diaspora of his commitment to exclude the Genocide from the agreement helped 
much. Though relying on the public support of some central figures of the 
Diaspora, the President met almost everywhere - Beirut, Paris, New York and Los 
Angeles - massive rallies and widespread popular rejection of his initiative. 

The agreement was finally reached under heavy pressure from Washington 
and European capitals on October 10, 2009 and hailed worldwide as a step forward 
for an enduring peace. The reality, however, stood in sharp contradiction to what 
mainstream mass media reported. Beyond the formality of the agreement, Armenia 
and Turkey had different interpretations, not only about its content, but also about 
the way it would be implemented. Armenia submitted the agreement to the 
Constitutional Court, prior to submitting it to the National Assembly for its 
ratification. It was clear that for Sarkisian the constitutional process mattered in 
order to assure the legality of his move and increase its legitimacy, as he probably 
realized that the agreement would hardly create any national consensus. The 
priority given to the constitutional process also reflected the lack of a strategy or 
agreement on Armenia’s foreign policy agenda. It seemed that reaching the 
agreement was an end in itself without any serious consideration beyond the 
formality of signing it. Ovrer all, Armenia’s post-Protocols policy could be 
characterized as damage control on the internal front while waiting for Turkey’s 
move. In fact, Sarkisian, wisely enough, ended pre-conditioning the ratification of 
the agreement in the same direction of his counterpart. In stark opposition to 
Armenia’s strategic stagnation, Ankara immediately seized the opportunity of the 
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agreement to start a global campaign against the Diaspora’s political mobilization 
for the international recognition of the Genocide. For Turkey, the agreement 
provided a novel argument for its denialist policy, according to which both 
countries had already decided to study the matter through a commission; therefore, 
any attempt to recognize the Genocide would jeopardize the peace initiative. 
Within two or three months, right after the signing of the agreement, Turkish 
diplomacy had already started a worldwide campaign to instill in public opinion 
the idea of a mutual agreement to study the question through a commission. At the 
same time, the Turkish campaign tried to create and deepen strife between the 
Diaspora and Armenia, aiming mostly at weakening the Diaspora’s global 
structure pushing for the international recognition of the Genocide and its 
reparation. Armenian diplomacy remained at best passive in face of the Turkish 
campaign; there was no convincing counterargument except the denial of any 
predisposition to discuss the question of Genocide in a joint commission, no clear 
explanation about the nature of that commission, and no initiative to coordinate a 
counter-denialist move with the Diaspora. In short, Armenian diplomacy had 
fallen into the trap of “negotiations without preconditions” principle. 

Yet, whereas the Genocide was the most important issue for Turkey’s 
international policy and its aim was to at least contain the Diaspora, Ankara’s main 
concern with Armenia was the question of Karabagh and confirmation of the 
current borders between Turkey and Armenia set by the 1921 Moscow Treaty 
between the Kemalists and the Bolsheviks. Indeed, facing the anger of its own 
nationalist opposition at home and that of its ally, Azerbaijan, the government of 
Erdogan ended up insisting upon the resolution of the Karabagh conflict as a 
precondition to proceeding further with the ratification of the agreement. By 
January 2010, it became clear that the biggest challenge for Ankara was indeed the 
question of Karabagh, in which it inevitably had to deal with Moscow, the main 
power broker in the Caucasus.  

The Turkey-Armenia Protocols and their aftermath revealed the truth of the 
Ter Petrosian legacy. The principal of “relations without preconditions” was a 
failure because Turkey had no interest in normalizing its relations with Armenia, if 
the normalization would not lead to resolving three issues of strategic importance 
for Ankara: resolving the conflict of Nagorno Karabagh in favor of Azerbaijan, 
ensuring the end of the efforts for the international recognition of the Genocide, 
and confirming the current borders with Armenia. 

 
II.d. Soviet Legacy, Transition and Foreign Policy Social Construction: 
Explaining the Roots of State Reluctance to Include Genocide on the International 
Agenda 

From the Declaration of Independence on September 21, 1991 to the January 
12, 2010 Resolution of Armenia’s Constitutional Court with regard to the 
constitutionality of the October 10, 2009 Turkish-Armenian agreement, including 
specifically Armenia’s National Security Strategy, the legal ground for an active 
engagement with the Genocide as a foreign policy issue is strong. So far, however, 
Armenia lacks a diplomatic course reflecting an engagement with the issue of 
Genocide beyond rhetoric. The occasional, circumstantial and sporadic public 
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commitments to such an agenda have not been translated into concrete projects, or 
a course of action. As a matter of fact, there is no department or sector in 
Armenia’s Foreign Ministry dedicated to the issue of the Genocide, there are no 
diplomats with expertise in the field, and there are no directives for an ongoing 
policy line. The failure seems to be of a structural nature more than due to 
differences in policies from one government to another. 

By “structural” I mean a phenomenon rooted in a socially constructed order 
that historically shapes collective and individual worldviews, sets of values, 
priorities and political behaviors that resist, at least for some time, radical changes. 
“Structural” is not synonymous with everlasting persistence; politics eventually 
determine the course of events, which, in turn, shapes social orders and structures. 
Yet it is important to underline that “politics” should be understood in terms of 
social construction and not random policies or ad hoc decisions. From this 
theoretical perspective, the analytical challenge is to highlight the dynamics of the 
social construction leading to eventual structural changes, whereas the normative 
approach underlines both a critical apprehension of the “objectivity” of any social 
analysis and an engagement to define a course for the above-mentioned dynamics.  

I argue that the structural causes underlying first the reluctance to engage 
diplomatically with the Genocide issue after independence, and, after 1998, the 
failure to define a consistent and dynamic diplomatic engagement beyond rhetoric 
has to do with the Soviet legacy, the post-Soviet transition, and the dominant free-
market logic in Armenian politics. Of these three factors, the first one is historical, 
the second global-systemic, and the third a matter of choice of the dominant elite 
and the emerging ruling class. Two observations are important to make before 
proceeding to explain briefly each factor. First, in characterizing my analysis as 
“structural,” I mean also that the three factors are related and interact with each 
other, despite the fact that ideologically they might seem mutually exclusive. In 
other words, my argument does not see any incompatibility between the factors of 
“Soviet legacy” and state-building after independence and the adoption of free-
market logic in Armenian politics. Second, “structural,” however, is not 
synonymous with the notion that the course of events could not have taken a 
different path, and even less does it mean that it is unchangeable. Structural 
explanations highlight the deeper, and more persistent, causes, often with historic 
roots and embedded with emerging interests defined in power terms. Structural 
explanations are helpful not only for a better understanding of the phenomenon, 
but also to avoid simplistic normative arguments when criticizing a given policy 
and advocating for change. 

The “Soviet legacy” factor refers to the lack of experience in diplomatic 
engagement in relation to the question of the Genocide. The reason is quite 
obvious: Soviet Armenia did not have a foreign policy independent from Moscow, 
as sovereign states do. There was no shortage of Soviet statesmen and career 
diplomats either of Armenian descent or from Soviet Armenia in more than seven 
decades of the Soviet Union. Yet, no matter how well trained and skillful these 
diplomats and statesmen were, the Soviet Union did not have the Armenian 
Genocide, let alone the issue of genocide in general, on its foreign policy agenda, 
and even less, in the late 1970s and during the 1980s, when the question gained 
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momentum on the international stage. Had the case been different, efforts from the 
Diaspora would probably have found a way to link up with Soviet international 
politics. For, no matter how critical of Moscow, or even strongly anti-Soviet might 
have been the sectors pushing the issue of the Genocide on the international 
agenda, a gesture from the Kremlin would have had a tremendous emotional and 
mobilizing impact, as nergaght had in 1946-48.36 But this was not the case. Soviet 
diplomats of Armenian origin did not gain any experience in dealing with the issue 
of the Genocide because it was not on Moscow’s agenda. The Soviet legacy factor 
is consistent in its logic with the previous argument about the process of the 
revival of the memory of the Armenian Genocide in Soviet Armenia from 1965 
on; the political activism reflected a nationalist reaction to Moscow’s particular 
“silence” about the issue and made official what so far has been remembered in a 
non-visible form in the Republic, but it did not lead to promoting recognition in 
the Soviet context. Therefore, the Soviet legacy factor is not about the success of 
the dominant internationalist ideology in eradicating, or diminishing, nationalism 
in Armenia; quite the opposite; along with Georgia, Armenia was the former 
Soviet Republic where fifty-three percent of the people identified themselves with 
their history.37 Nor, by the same token, does the Soviet legacy refer to a Western-
Eastern Armenian division and their supposedly separated views with respect to 
the Genocide issue. 

In addition to the lack of any political experience of promoting Genocide 
recognition as an issue on the foreign agenda, the global context within which the 
post-Soviet transition happened also conditioned any possible effort to somehow 
quickly get rid of the Soviet Legacy. Two features of the global context of the 
post-Soviet transition are relevant in this sense. First, the transition was hailed as 
an ideological victory of the West, with claims that the coming global liberal order 
was what “ends” history.38 The argument ran first and foremost against the 
socialist perspective of progress in history, yet broadly, it also dismissed the 
relevance of competing ideological forces behind the fall of Communism other 
than liberal democracy, including, though analytically quite wrongly, nationalism. 
Moreover, under the heavy impact of the war in the Balkans, often characterized as 
“ethnic conflicts,” nationalism became normatively unacceptable, if not a sort of 
“source for evil… .” Now, whether consciously or not, and no matter to what 
extent embedded in a discourse of Human Rights, the 1965-85 mobilization in 
both the Diaspora and the Homeland for the international recognition of the 
Genocide was primarily the defense of a national cause. It did not, at least within 
these two decades, gain support as a human responsibility, as did the Holocaust in 
the aftermath of WWII, the Allies’ victory over Nazi Germany and, most 
importantly, Nuremberg. On the other hand, the international recognition of the 
Armenian Genocide could not escape the geopolitical controversy of the Cold 
War, especially after the inclusion of Turkey in NATO. The Cold War did end, but 
NATO was not dismantled, nor did Turkey abandon it; the geopolitical 
controversy around the issue of recognition continued after the fall of the Soviet 
Union. Eager to receive Western acceptance for Armenia’s independence after the 
rise of the All-Armenian National Movement and the formation of the first 
government, the leaders of the new State embraced the ethos of the triumphant 
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Western liberal order within which the “nationalist” weight of the two decades-
long struggle for the international recognition of the Genocide did not find its 
proper formulation as a State policy. The second feature of the global context of 
post-Soviet transition was the eagerness of world powers to avoid a chaotic 
process in the Eurasian continent that could have led to further territorial 
fragmentation and, consequently, nuclear proliferation. As a result, the fall of the 
Soviet Union did not lead to questioning of  the principle of territorial integrity, 
and change of borders was left out of the agenda, despite the centrality of the issue 
in the periphery—Nagorno Karabagh, Abkhazia, Southern Ossetia, and Chechnya. 
Leaving out of the international agenda any change of borders or territorial 
demands in the coming of age of a new world order had its impact on the way the 
issue of the international recognition of Genocide has been politicized in the last 
twenty-five years, as the struggle defined a lineal perspective of recognition and 
reparation, defined in terms of territorial restitution. It is worth recording that the 
popular outburst in April 1965 in Yerevan demanded “Our lands, our lands,” and, 
in the same year, arguably the first recognition of the Armenian Genocide, in the 
Uruguayan Parliament, was a law that referred to the Treaty of Sèvres and its 
implementation through the United Nations. Whether for political wisdom as 
“prudence” and “pragmatism,” to quote former president Ter Petrosian’s fequently 
used concepts, or for strategic consideration—normalizing relations with Turkey 
to counterbalance Russia, seeing the road to Europe through Turkey—the state-
building process in Armenia, as Libaridian understood it in its contradiction to the 
so-called “Hay Tadism,” pretended to avoid any suspicion of nationalistic 
aspirations, territorial demands, or opposition to the hegemonic “pensée unique” 
of the liberal world-order, with the exception of Nagorno Karabagh. This, in turn, 
led to exclusion of the Genocide from the foreign agenda.  

The liberal world order was not only liberal democracy, but also free-market 
economy in its neoclassical/Monetarist variant. The transition process and state-
building in Armenia, arguably as in all former Soviet republics copying the 
dominant Russian example, meant also embracing the shock-therapy model of 
privatization and liberalization of the former state-planned economy.39 This led to 
the primary accumulation of capital through a formally competitive process, 
which, in fact, was deeply corrupt and criminal in its implementation.40 Another 
common feature of economic transition in the former Soviet Union was the 
concentrating of both political and economic power, a process that Hellman, Jones 
and Kaufmann conceptualize as “state capture.”41 The transition ended up 
consolidating a social order with high levels of wealth and power concentration, 
which, nevertheless, still looked for its legitimacy in the dominant ideological 
paradigm of liberal democracy and free-market economy. No matter how foreign 
liberalism democracy might be, and how incompatible monopolistic capitalism 
might be with the claimed free-market approach, this ideological framework 
shaped not only interests but also worldview, values and organic intellectual ideas 
to assure the continuity of its legitimation. It is therefore no coincidence that 
market fundamentalism also shaped the main argument for the push to open 
borders, maintaining, through Western, mainly U.S., funded studies that such a 
perspective would lead to a dramatic increase of Armenia’s GDP.42 This dominant 
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ideology, rooted in the order shaped through the transition to capitalism, in turn, 
makes it hard to think “out-of-the-box” about the ways the Genocide could be 
included on the foreign policy agenda without necessarily considering it a sort of 
alien body to the vision of the world as a global free market. 

The three factors together, Soviet legacy, post-Soviet transition and free-
market ideology, explain the endurance of the common denominator of Armenia’s 
foreign policy from Ter Petrosian to Sarkisian: “Relations [with Turkey] without 
preconditions.” This principle does not exclude the issue of the Genocide on the 
bilateral agenda, in the case of normalizing Turkish-Armenian relations; it, 
nevertheless, does not avoid the diplomatic trap of Turkey seizing any gesture of 
rapprochement as an opportunity to score points on its denialist agenda in the 
international context. It therefore is important for Armenia to change the so-far 
prevailing course and think about a diplomatic engagement with the issue of the 
Genocide. 

 
Section III. The Genocide on Armenia’s Foreign Policy Agenda: From 
Rhetoric to Diplomatic Engagement 

In what follows I develop a normative argument for diplomatic engagement 
with the issue of the Genocide as a State policy. I base the theoretical groundwork 
for the proposal on what I consider the three pillars for a diplomatic engagement 
on the issue of the Genocide; then I compare the cases of Israel and Argentina, as 
two countries that adopted different paths of engagement with the issue of 
genocide after suffering it; finally I define a strategy for diplomatic engagement 
for Armenia, based on the singularity of the Genocide, balancing the previously 
studied Israeli and Argentinean cases.  

 
III.a. The Theoretical Groundwork: The Three Pillars for a Diplomatic 
Engagement with the Issue of Genocide 

Diplomatic engagement with the issue of the Genocide is a matter of national 
security; it provides strategic competitiveness for Armenia’s foreign policy, and it 
is essential to strengthen a Diaspora-Homeland common identity. These are the 
three pillars of the theoretical argument for the normative claim formulated in this 
paper. They are intrinsically related, in that if diplomatic engagement is embraced, 
then no possible concession or retreat from it will become possible. In this sense, 
diplomatic engagement becomes a state policy beyond the preferences of the 
government in place and above all ideological or other concerns. 

Of the three pillars, the first is explained through a Realist perspective, as it 
deals with the basic issue of unity and survival in an anarchic international system, 
following Kenneth N. Waltz’s theory.43 The argument of the unrecognized 
Genocide, an unpunished crime, being a threat to Armenia’s national security is 
already formulated in the National Security Strategy as previously explained. How 
the argument translates into praxis and in which state policy fields is the question. 
Obviously, a matter of national security is relevant first and foremost for defense; 
yet defense policy is rationalized only in its relation to the given country’s 
definition of its place in the world, which is conceptualized as a Grand Strategy. 
Though not formulated literally, the subject of the Genocide in Armenia’s national 
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security document implies at least a potential perception of threat and at most a 
hypothesized conflict with Turkey. Because of the brutal asymmetry in power 
relations between Armenia and Turkey, the answer to this potential threat 
perception/conflict hypothesis cannot be solely military; hence, the argument 
should find its place on the foreign policy agenda. 

The second pillar of a diplomatic engagement, is conceptually sustained from 
an institutionalist perspective proper to better understand and act in an 
interdependent world.44 Engagement with the Genocide is one of the few 
propositions that could ensure Armenia a space in international institutions. 
Armenia is irrelevant as a military power or economic giant; yet this irrelevance on 
the international agenda of “high politics” could be compensated with a high 
profile of Armenian foreign policy on the agenda of “low politics,” such as 
international law or human rights, if, of course, a strategy of engagement is 
defined, implemented and pursued as state policy. 

As for the third pillar, Diaspora-Homeland common identity, it is best 
conceptualized through Social Constructivism in IR Theory, which reveals the 
importance of identity politics in international relations.45 The importance of the 
Diaspora has rarely been underestimated since the early days of the independence 
process, and, with the exception of a part of the Ter Petrosian period when the 
official approach to the Diaspora reflected an attitude of “divide and rule” more 
than eagerness for national unity, it is reflected in the official discourse, as well as 
initiatives, including the three Homeland-Diaspora conferences in 1999, 2002 and 
2006 and the creation of the Ministry of Diaspora in 2008. The issue of the 
Genocide cannot possibly be absent from Diaspora/Homeland dynamics, either in 
promoting the relationship or as a source of misunderstanding, as happened during 
President Sarkisian’s tour and meetings with the Armenian communities in 
Europe, the Middle East, Russia and the Americas on the verge of the signature of 
the Turkish-Armenian Protocols in October 2009. In fact, the latter event is 
symptomatic of the centrality of the issue for the Diaspora, whose political identity 
is embedded in a sense of justice. In other words, though promoting a common 
Homeland-Diaspora identity through the often officially used concept, “one nation, 
one culture,” is not, and cannot be, restricted to the Genocide issue, the latter 
nevertheless enjoys a hierarchical superiority in an ontological sense when it is 
conceived in its political dimension. 

 
III.b. Israel and National Survival,46 Argentina and the Promotion of the Right to 
Truth. 
Not many countries have assumed a diplomatic engagement with the issue of 
genocide as a state policy. In fact, there is no perfect model to be followed. For 
Raisons d’État, questions related to human rights, and more particularly 
togenocide, are still considered “low politics.” Assuming that such an engagement 
is possible as an issue on the foreign agenda per se, and not at the service of some 
bargain, if governments engage with the issue of genocide, then it almost always is 
as a consequence of existing pressure from civil society or in the context of 
international organizations, mostly the UN. The cases of Israel and Argentina, two 
peoples who suffered genocide, are perhaps the sole exceptions. But whereas 
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engagement with the Holocaust in Israel’s case is closely linked to national 
survival, Argentina has made its engagement with genocide as a humanitarian 
topic part of its identity in world politics. A brief analysis of each case is helpful to 
define a strategy of engagement for Armenia. 

The Israeli engagement with the Holocaust is strongly, and almost 
exclusively, linked to national survival, for which the state is considered the 
utmost insurance. “The trauma of the Holocaust—the wholesale destruction of 
European Jewry by Nazi Germany—made it plain that the possibility of 
annihilation as a people was as real in the modern age as it has always been.”47 
The relationship of the Holocaust with Israel’s national security is established 
officially within its Declaration of Independence on May 14, 1948. Also the 
creation of the state happened at a time of urgency to receive the survivors of the 
Holocaust, as well as other Jews from all over the world, in order to ensure them a 
homeland, the guarantor of their right to a decent life and freedom. Moreover, the 
role of the Holocaust has been central in defining Israel’s national security in its 
“exceptionalism,” which is the basic argument for its military doctrine.48 David 
Ben Gourion expressed his fear of another Holocaust on several occasions.49 
Israel’s foreign policy, thus, took a sharp Realpolitik turn from the early days of 
statehood based on three premises: the primacy of security, military force as a 
panacea for the resolution of security problems, and self-help; hence, Israel’s 
distrust of international organizations: “The ambivalence towards international 
guarantees, global conventions and multilateral resolutions is a reflection of a deep 
conviction in realist reasoning. David Ben-Gourion, Israel’s first prime minister, 
who stressed the principle of self-help and autarchy, argued that ‘Israel’s future 
will be determined first of all by our success in developing our own resources’.”50 

In contrast to Israel’s Realpolitik, Argentina’s tragic experience with genocide 
during the 1976-1983 dictatorship, leading to 30,000 “disappeared” people, 
provided the ground for a Moralpolitik turn to its foreign policy after the return of 
democracy. Argentina is the only country in South America that tried its military 
junta and condemned its members in 1985, during the presidency of Raúl 
Alfonsín. Moreover, the demand for justice promoted by civil society 
organizations initiated as early as 1979 by the Mothers and Grandmothers of the 
Plaza de Mayo was so strong that neither the controversial laws of Punto Final and 
Obedencia Debida which tried to put an end to court cases in 1987, or, worse, the 
1992 amnesty of Carlos Saul Menem’s government for the jailed military could 
stop it. They could not turn the page of history as long as the whole truth about the 
“disappeared,” including the restoration of the identity of their children born 
during their detention and then given up for adoption, was not revealed. Social 
mobilization for truth and justice in Argentina had its impact on the country’s 
foreign policy, characterized since 1983 by its engagement with respect for 
international law, peaceful resolution of conflicts, and the promotion of peace.51 
The Argentine engagement with Human Rights in general, and the issue of 
genocide in particular, on its foreign policy agenda is, therefore, one of the 
consequences of the country’s engagement with democracy and the rule of law. It 
is deeply rooted in the understanding of Nunca Más—Never More—as the report 
of the commission that was in charge of investigating the crimes of the dictatorship 
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(CONADEP) issued on September 20, 1984 is known. Learning from its own 
tragedy, Argentina, since 1983, has become a “global protagonist” and assumed a 
high profile in the struggle for International Human Rights.52 Furthermore, this 
engagement is proper for both civil society and the state. On the one hand the state 
is active in international agencies and initiatives, such as the creation of the 
International Criminal Court, the promotion of the Right to Truth, and the public 
defense of personalities like the Spanish judge Baltazar Garzón when they are 
attacked for their activism on Human Rights. Overcoming the traditional 
diplomatic self-restrictions in public declarations, civil society organizations, 
activists and intellectuals have won international recognition for their engagement, 
as is the case of the 1980 Nobel Peace laureate Adolfo Pérez Esquivel, or the 
International Criminal Court’s prosecutor Luis Moreno Ocampo, known for his 
indictment of Sudan’s Omar Bashir, accused of promoting a genocidal policy in 
Darfur.  

Israel and Argentina, therefore, offer two models of engagement with the issue 
of genocide, the first one from the perspective of Realpolitik, and the latter, 
Moralpolitik. Differentiating the two perspectives is not normative. Each 
engagement is explained in its own context, though, of course, each engagement is 
also a political decision, which leaves room for major flexibility in modifying each 
decision in one or another.  

 
III.c. A Strategy for Armenia: The Singularity of the Genocide in Praxis 

Comparatively speaking, the Armenian Genocide has more similarities with 
the Holocaust than the Argentinean genocide. Moreover, the non-recognition of 
the Armenian Genocide and the ongoing Turkish denialist policy make much more 
credible the case for considering engagement with the Genocide as a state policy a 
matter of national security from a threat perception perspective. Nevertheless, any 
Armenian strategy of diplomatic engagement with the Genocide should consider 
elements of both Realpolitik and Moralpolitik, inspired by the Israeli and 
Argentinean cases. 

The main obstacle to relying exclusively on the Israeli Realpolitik approach 
lies in the Turkish-Armenian asymmetry of power, both military and economic; 
this is not Israel’s case with its Arab neighbors. To this structural difference should 
be added the US as Israel’s strategic ally in the Middle East, on the other hand, 
Armenia’s major ally, in fact its insurance against Turkish aggression, is Russia. 
Despite the obvious power asymmetry between Israel and the US, their 
relationship is much more horizontal than the Armenian-Russian relationship. 
Israel is the largest recipient of US foreign aid, and the Holocaust is not only 
recognized by Washington but it is also a major moral argument for the American 
duty to assure Israel’s existence, having failed to rescue European Jews from 
extermination. Russia’s behavior towards Armenia still keeps its imperial 
character even in the economic field, where capitalism has created a new, perhaps 
more dangerous, dependency of the former Soviet Republic on Moscow. As for the 
Genocide, it was never considered on Moscow’s foreign agenda in Soviet times, 
nor has it been included since the fall of the Soviet Union, even though the Duma 
recognised it. 
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In the Armenian case in comparison with Israel, the Realpolitik perspective of 
engagement with the Genocide is relevant mostly if one takes the third premise as 
a starting point for any strategic planning: self-help. Otherwise, an Armenian 
diplomatic engagement with the Genocide has to create a high, profile, as 
Argentina does, on the “low politics” international agenda of Moralpolitik issues. 
From this dual perspective, the main argument for an Armenian strategy for 
engagement with the Genocide is the singularity of the case: the “Forgotten.” The 
stress on the singularity of the Genocide is different from the long time Israeli 
claim/argument about the “uniqueness” of the Holocaust, which also explains its 
Realpolitik—or stands as an argument to justify the approach and hold on to it. 
Perhaps the most visible success of Israel’s Realpolitik approach is the 1998 
Stockholm Declaration; the twenty-seven countries that signed the document 
assumed engagement in, among other things, promoting education about the 
Holocaust, its commemoration and research in their own countries, including the 
establishment of a Day of Remembrance of the Holocaust. Similar remembrance 
for the Armenian Genocide in countries like Uruguay, France, Argentina and 
Canada, to name those which have a law recognizing the Genocide, is a success of 
the Diaspora’s mobilization, not Armenia’s foreign policy. The argument that lay 
behind these successes is the humanitarian nature of the recognition, the main 
motivation being an identification of these countries with the Genocide as a just 
cause, a Human Rights issue; it is not an understanding of Armenia’s concern as 
the guarantor of the survival of the Armenian people. Armenia’s foreign policy 
should base its strategy of diplomatic engagement with the Genocide on the 
Diaspora’s above-mentioned success.  

Broadly speaking, the diplomatic engagement with the Genocide in 
international politics can be conceptualized as a power struggle for the Truth. It is, 
based on the singularity of the Genocide, a holistic understanding of the issue as 
necessary for both Armenia’s national survival and the global promotion and 
empowerment of the Right to Truth.53 This holistic approach linking Armenia’s 
national survival to the promotion of the global engagement to prevent genocide is 
different from the lineal understanding of recognition-retribution-reconciliation-
prevention; it takes its distance from the Israeli reluctance towards international 
organizations; and looks for strategic partnership with countries like Argentina that 
do not have any survival problem, yet are interested in the universal promotion of 
the Right to Truth. 

At the same time, however, this strategy addresses the more narrowly defined 
Turkish-Armenian power struggle from a Realist perspective. Moreover, this 
strategy is a departure from the inflexible nature of the “relations without 
conditions” principle in Armenia’s foreign policy, recognizing that it makes no 
sense, except as wishful thinking, when the Turkish denialist offensive as a state 
policy has never ceased to be a reality. In fact, the Turkish denialist offensive has 
so far imposed a “war of trenches,” in Gramscian terms, on Armenia’s foreign 
policy. Insisting on “relations without conditions” reflects a behavior of resistance 
to denial; even the international demand for recognition in Armenia’s foreign 
policy rhetoric reflects resistance to denial. 
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The diplomatic engagement with genocide implies a strategic shift to a “war 
of movement,” in terms of a counter-offensive to denialism of any crime against 
humanity in the global arena. On the one hand, it overcomes the limitations of the 
discourse of “recognition”, denouncing complicity with denialism in general, 
including denial of the Armenian Genocide, and, on the other hand, it takes the 
lead in the power struggle for Truth in its universal understanding and in 
preemptive initiatives against the risk of new denialist prospects.  

 
Conclusion: Redefining Complementarity 

 The strategy for a diplomatic engagement with the issue of the Genocide as a 
State policy implies a) making flexible the principle of “relations without 
preconditions” with Turkey through  a holistic approach to recognition, reparation, 
reconciliation and prevention; b) redefining Vartan Oskanian’s doctrine of 
Complementarity in the national context.  

Breaking the linear understanding of recognition, reparation, reconciliation 
and prevention means adopting a strategy whereby each factor stops being 
perceived as the successive link in a chain, where the beginning of a stage is 
conditioned by the completion of the previous one, gaining autonomy in an 
interactive relationship with the others. This, in fact, is what currently happens in 
the Diaspora after the success of making visible the Genocide on the international 
agenda. Lawsuits against banks or insurance companies to claim reparation, 
Turkish-Armenian academic cooperation in Genocide Studies, promotion of legal 
mechanisms to criminalize denial, and other initiatives accompany the ongoing 
struggle of recognition in several countries. Of course, the risk is that each 
initiative could become an end in itself and lose its interaction with other 
initiatives, yet this has to do more with leadership than with the nature of the 
phenomenon. In other words, the breaking of the formerly linear understanding of 
recognition, reparation, reconciliation and prevention is almost natural in the 
current historical context of globalization when linearity in general does not make 
much sense in the understanding of social phenomena; yet the coordination of 
different initiatives in recognition, reparation, reconciliation and prevention 
conceived and implemented autonomously is a matter of political will, strategic 
planning and capacity to assure the interaction of these initiatives. The diplomatic 
engagement with the issue of the Genocide as a state policy could assure this 
coordination. What is lacking so far in Armenia’s foreign policy is the decision to 
assume leadership in, and hence coordinate, the proliferation of these initiatives in 
the Diaspora and to provide an enduring national strategy. Once the political will 
emerges in this sense, the next step, naturally, would be institutional changes 
within the Foreign Ministry and investment in preparing the human factor in 
expertise in the field. 

The nature of this diplomatic engagement, however, implies a strategic 
partnership between the Diaspora and the Homeland, for it involves, paraphrasing 
Putnam, a “two-level game,” whereby the logic of the “double-edged diplomacy” 
of the internal/external dimension of a diplomatic negotiation is replaced with the 
interactive process of state and “track-two” citizens’ diplomacy.54 This, in turn, 
implies a reconceptualization of Armenia’s former Foreign Policy Minister Vartan 
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Oskanian’s “complementarity”,55 shifting its context from external to internal and 
from the orientation of an East/West balance to Diaspora-Homeland dynamics. 
This Diaspora/Homeland complementarity is an invitation to a depart from a sharp 
separation between the logic of state action and civil society mobilization, which 
was formulated and promoted during the Ter Petrosian presidency by his advisor 
Jirair Libaridian, who insisted on the total sovereignty of the state allowing to act 
according to its interests. The approach was a failure, not only in its equivocation 
about the conceptual rigidity of sovereignty, but also in terms of the costs it 
implied for the state. Though Kocharian and Sarkisian did break with this 
approach of sharply separating state reason from civil society in an effort of 
rapprochement with the Diaspora, yet, as analyzed above, complementarity was 
not the name of the game; there was no strategic coordination in the long run 
between state policy and Diaspora mobilization. Changing this approach does not 
necessarily mean denying the reality of two different spheres that might be in 
conflict. It does, however, mean making an effort to bridge the gap between the 
spheres and assuring permanent interaction between them. The effort is justified 
ethically as it deals with the issue of genocide, which stands beyond the traditional 
Raisons d’État because of its humanitarian dimension. It is also inevitable for a 
diplomatic engagement with the issue of genocide, as any effort in this sense has 
always involved both the state and civil society. 
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