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An Examination of the First Armenian Lobby in America, 1918-1927,
and its Relevance for Today
 

At the end of World War I, there was great sympathy for the Armenian people in the West as a result of the genocide that was perpetrated against them.  Allied leaders pledged support for a restored Armenia, declaring that Armenia would be "redeemed."  Nowhere was such support as strong or were declarations as promising as in the United States.  But there were some ominous signs as well.  Armenia was not given a seat at the Paris Peace Conference, many of the Allied pledges spoke of autonomy as opposed to independence, and American missionaries who had the ear of the Wilson Administration favored an American mandate for the whole of Anatolia which would subsume Armenia into a larger territorial entity inhabited by its enemies.  It is against this backdrop that a dynamic and well-connected Armenian-American lawyer named Vahan Cardashian organized an active lobby group called the American Committee for the Independence of Armenia, made up of prominent American political, religious, and educational leaders, with the aim of securing U.S. assistance for an independent Armenia.  For two long years, the lobby put pressure on the Wilson Administration to act to assist the fledgling Armenian republic and to grant it historical Armenian lands, but by the time President Wilson asked Congress to support an American mandate for Armenia alone, isolationist sentiment had grown to the point where such a proposal had little chance of passing and some of Wilson's political enemies cynically used the Armenian issue against him.  After the division of Armenia between the Kemalists and the Soviets in late 1920, the lobby might have disbanded if not for the tireless efforts of Cardashian, who rallied most of the organization to support the diplomatic rights of a free Armenia and to block a new U.S.-Turkey treaty.  Although Cardashian was successful in the latter effort, he could not prevent the Coolidge Administration from restoring U.S.-Turkish relations through the use of executive powers. 

 

The story of this lobby and why it ultimately failed despite such strong sympathy for the Armenian cause in the United States reveals several important lessons about power politics that have a direct bearing on current Armenian-American lobbying efforts.  Gregory Aftandilian will compare the past to the present by analyzing the history of the American Committee for the Independence of Armenia and what can be learned from that lobby's experience. 

 
About the Speaker

Gregory Aftandilian is an independent consultant, writer, and lecturer, and is the faculty co-leader of Northeastern University's summer studies program in Armenia, held at AUA.  He spent over 21 years in U.S. Government service, most recently on Capitol Hill where he was foreign policy advisor to Congressman Chris Van Hollen, professional staff member of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, foreign policy adviser to Senator Paul Sarbanes and foreign policy fellow to the late Senator Edward Kennedy.  Prior to these positions, Mr. Aftandilian worked for thirteen years as a Middle East analyst at the U.S. Department of State where he was a recipient of the Department's Superior Honor Award for his analyses on Egypt.  His other government experiences include analytical work for the U.S. Department of Defense and the Library of Congress.  Mr. Aftandilian was also a research fellow at the Kennedy School of Government at Harvard University (2006-2007) and an International Affairs Fellow at the Council on Foreign Relations in New York (1991-1992), where he wrote the book, Egypt’s Bid for Arab Leadership. Implications for U.S. Policy.  He is also the author of the monograph, Looking Forward: An Integrated Strategy for Supporting Democracy and Human Rights in Egypt (2009).  In addition to his work in Middle East affairs, Mr. Aftandilian is a specialist in Armenian-American history.  He is author of the book, Armenia: Vision of a Republic. The Independence Lobby in America, 1918-1927, and "World War II as an Enhancer of Armenian-American Second Generation Identity," published in the December 2009 edition of the Journal of the Society for Armenian Studies.  He holds a B.A. in History from Dartmouth College, an M.A. in Middle Eastern Studies from the University of Chicago, and an M.Sc. in International Relations from the London School of Economics.
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