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The New York Times 

and the Armenian Genocide:  
A Lesson Plan 

 
 
OBJECTIVES 
By reading and discussing a selection of articles published in The New York Times in 1915 
students will be able to: 

 Comprehend the extent to which American readers/public were aware of the 
persecution against Armenians by Ottoman rulers. 

 Discuss the significance of the language used in the articles as it relates to a modern 
definition of genocide. 

 Understand the importance of media in stopping human rights abuses from occurring 
or continuing to occur. 

 
 
MATERIALS 

 “The New York Times and the Armenian Genocide” reading and guided questions  
 Student Worksheet One:  Definition of Genocide  
 Overhead:  Definition of Genocide 
 Worksheet Two: Writing a Letter to the Editor 
 Article:  The Letters Editor and the Reader: Our Compact, Updated, by Thomas Feyer 
 New York Times articles from  The Armenian Genocide: News Accounts from the 

American Press, 1915-1922, Richard D. Kloian, Editor 
 
 
LESSON DESCRIPTION 
This lesson plan is activity based and will require students working in smalls groups.  
 
 
LESSON PROCEDURE 
Pre-reading 
Assign The New York Times and the Armenian Genocide to read the night before and ask 
students to answer the accompanying guided reading questions. 
 
Classroom Activities 

 Introduction/ Homework Review (15 Minutes):  
Review the homework assignment briefly. 
 

 Group Work (20 Minutes):  
Break students into groups of four and give each group an article from The New York 
Times, Definition of Genocide, and the Armenian Case: Worksheet One.  
 
Ask students to read the assigned article and then as a group determine if any of the 
conditions of genocide are found in the article.  They can record their answers on 
Worksheet One. 
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 Review of Group Work (10 minutes):  
Reconvene as a class and ask each group to share its findings. Using the overhead 
“Definition of Genocide,” record the student responses and ask them the following 
questions.   
 

 Concluding Questions (10 minutes):  
Is this a case of genocide according to conditions set out in the International 
Convention of the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide? 
 
Did Armenians benefit from the New York Times’ coverage of the story? How?  
 
In deciding to use the term “genocide” for the Armenian case, could the The New 
York Times refer to articles they published in the past for sufficient support? Would 
this be enough? If not, what other resources could they use and why?   

 
 
ASSESSMENT/EVALUATION 
Students can write a Letter to the Editor about the role media could play in stopping 
genocide. They may reference current situations which they might feel need more attention 
from the media. For a list of current genocides or possible genocides visit the Committee on 
Conscience at the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum Web site and 
(www.ushmm.org/conscience/alert). 
 
After doing a little research using the Committee on Conscience Web site, students can 
follow the directions below for writing a “Letter to the Editor” for The New York Times. After 
students have completed the assignment and submitted it to you, they could also submit it 
to The New York Times. 
 
Student directions for the activity are detailed on the handout entitled “Writing a Letter to 
the Editor.” After this handout there is an article that you may distribute entitled "The 
Letters Editor and the Reader: Our Compact, Updated” by Thomas Freyer. Freyer is the 
editor of “Letters to the Editor” and the piece provides information and advice to those who 
would like to submit letters. 
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Additional Online Resources 

 
 
ARTICLES AND SPEECHES 
The New Yorker, “Dept. of Style: Word Problem” 
Issue of 2004-05-03 
Posted 2004-04-26 
www.newyorker.com/talk/content/?040503ta_talk_bass 
 
A Horror Unexamined 
Turning Away From the Holocaust 
By MAX FRANKEL 
November 14, 2001 
www.nytimes.com/2001/11/14/specials/onefifty/20FRAN.html?pagewanted=1&ei=5070&en
=28021ca87901b4b0&ex=1117252800 
 
Media failure over Rwanda's genocide 
By Tom Giles, BBC producer in Rwanda, 1994 
Wednesday, 7 April, 2004 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/programmes/panorama/3599423.stm 
 
Symposium: The Media and the Rwanda Genocide 
Carleton University, School of Journalism and Communication  
Featuring a keynote address by Lt.-Gen. (retired) Romeo Dallaire 
www.carleton.ca/mediagenocide/documents/transcript/index.html 
 
 
LESSON PLANS 
What's Fit to Print? 
Learning How to Critically Read a Newspaper 
www.nytimes.com/learning/teachers/lessons/20011115thursday.html 
 
 
WEB SITES 
The Action Coalition for Media Education (ACME) www.acmecoalition.org/ is a 
continental coalition of educators, students, parents, public health advocates, journalists, 
media makers, citizens, reformers, and partner organizations championing a three-part 
mission: 

• Teaching critical media literacy education: knowledge, skills, activism. 
• Promoting independent media production. 
• Co-organizing grassroots media reform and justice initiatives. 

 
The Center for Media Literacy (CML) www.medialit.org/about_cml.html is a nonprofit 
educational organization that provides leadership, public education, professional 
development and educational resources nationally 
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Academic Content Standards 
 
 

This lesson plan may be used to address the academic standards listed below. These 
standards are drawn from Content Knowledge: A Compendium of Standards and 
Benchmarks for K-12 Education: 4th Edition (www.mcrel.org/standards-benchmarks) and 
have been provided courtesy of the Mid-continent Research for Education and Learning 
(www.mcrel.org) in Aurora, Colorado. 
 
TOPIC: HISTORICAL PERIODS 
Arts and Communication 
Standard 5.  Knows a range of arts and communication works from various 
historical and cultural periods   
Level IV [Grade 9-12]    
Benchmark 7.Knows forms of communication media from different historical periods (e.g., 
print and non-print media forms such as broadsheets, newspapers, radio broadcasts, 
television news broadcasts, the Internet; forms of entertainment such as radio shows, 
movies, television shows, music videos) 
 
TOPIC: HISTORICAL VIEWPOINTS AND PERSPECTIVES 
Historical Understanding 
Standard 2.  Understands the historical perspective 
Level IV [Grade 9-12]    
Benchmark 7. Knows how to avoid seizing upon particular lessons of history as cures for 
present ills 
Benchmark 11.Knows how to perceive past events with historical empathy 
 
TOPIC: MEDIA AND SOCIETY  
Language Arts 
Standard 10.  Understands the characteristics and components of the media   
Level IV [Grade 9-12]    
Benchmark 10.Understands the influence of media on society as a whole (e.g., influence in 
shaping various governmental, social, and cultural norms; influence on the democratic 
process; influence on beliefs, lifestyles, and understanding of relationships and culture; how 
it shapes viewer's perceptions of reality; the various consequences in society of ideas and 
images in media) 
 
Benchmark 12.Understands the role of the media in addressing social and cultural issues 
(e.g., creating or promoting causes: U.N. military action, election of political parties; use of 
media to achieve governmental, societal, and cultural goals)     
  
Arts and Communication 
Standard 4.  Understands ways in which the human experience is transmitted and 
reflected in the arts and communication   
Level IV [Grade 9-12]    
Benchmark 4.Knows ways in which various media forms throughout history (e.g., 
broadsheets, photography, newspapers, news broadcasts) have reflected or conveyed 
human events 
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The New York Times  
and the Armenian Genocide 

 
 
The New York Times was created in 1851, and is known as the “Newspaper of Record.” At 
the height of the first wave of massacres in the Ottoman Empire against the Armenians in 
1896, The New York Times began to use their famous masthead logo: "All the News That's 
Fit to Print." By this point it was already clear that Armenian conditions in the Ottoman 
Empire qualified as news that was fit to print as The Times was covering the events in the 
Ottoman Empire on a regular basis.    
 
Soon after the paper’s inception in 1851, it was clear that The New York Times was one of 
the single best sources for reliable news. Times reporter, Robert McFadden wrote in 2001: 
 

“The newspaper's reputation for complete, accurate coverage was solidified in 
World War I. Disregarding the costs of cable and travel and other reportorial 
expenses, and led by Edwin L. James, its chief war correspondent, The Times 
detailed every thrust and parry, from the first shots in Sarajevo and the 
sinking of the Lusitania to America's plunge into the conflict and the Treaty of 
Versailles, whose full text it printed exclusively.” 1 

 
Newspaper coverage of the Armenian Genocide as it was happening was persistent and 
detailed.  In 1915 alone, The New York Times published 145 articles, one every 2-3 days, 
on the continuous massacres of Armenians.   Although the term "genocide" had not been 
invented yet, the reports described the Turkish slaughter of the Armenians as "systematic," 
"deliberate," "authorized," and "organized by the government," a "campaign of 
extermination" and "systematic race extermination." 2  
 
Even with prolific coverage, the Armenians of the Ottoman Empire were massacred and 
deported from their homeland. By 1923, one and a half million Armenians, more than half of 
the Armenian population on its historic homeland, were dead. The Armenian community 
buildings and personal properties were lost, appropriated by the government, stolen by 
others or deliberately destroyed. A 3,000-year-old civilization virtually ceased to exist. 
 
Unfortunately, as America lost interest in the Armenian cause so did The New York Times 
and coverage of the issue almost disappeared. Sadly, by the 1930s, the Armenian Question 
was no longer news. Not only did the Armenian Question seemingly disappear from the 
pages of The New York Times. When The Times did cover the issue later in sporadic 
episodes, their treatment of it also changed. 
 
The term “genocide” was coined in 1944 by Raphael Lempkin, a Polish legal scholar who 
escaped the Holocaust and dedicated his life to creating a legal definition of genocide. He 
drew from the Armenian Case when constructing his definition of genocide as well as the 
Holocaust which was unfolding in front of him.  
 
On December 9, 1948, the United Nations approved the Convention on the Prevention and 
Punishment of the Crime of Genocide. This convention was approved after the Holocaust 

                                                 
1 McFadden Robert D. “150 and Counting: The Story So Far,” The New York Times, November 14, 2001. 
2 Kloian, Richard. The Armenian Genocide: News Accounts from the American Press (1915-1922), Armenian 
Genocide Resource Center (AGRC), last updated in 2005.  
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and in part due to the efforts of Lempkin. The definition of genocide set forth in this 
convention is still widely accepted today and in part is built on the historical facts of the 
Armenian Genocide. 
 
Despite the influence of the Armenian Case on the development of the definition of 
genocide, The New York Times did not use the term genocide when referring to the 
Armenian Case in formal policy until April, 2004.  
 
For over fifty years the description of the events of the Armenian Genocide varied widely in 
articles and commentary published in The New York Times. Whether or not the Armenian 
Case was described as genocide depended less on historical fact, as it did on the extent of 
knowledge of the journalist and editor, since the Armenian Genocide has been largely 
absent from popular education. 
 
There are many reasons for this discrepancy. One reason is that since the Cold War, Turkey 
has served as an important military ally to the United States and Turkey refuses to 
acknowledge the Armenian Genocide. Turkey has denied the Genocide and even today it is 
considered treasonous behavior for Turkish citizens to affirm this aspect of their history. The 
Turkish government has threatened that if the United States government affirms the 
Armenian Genocide then the future of U.S. military bases existing in Turkey, the safety of 
U.S. citizens in Turkey, as well as future military contracts with the U.S. cannot be 
guaranteed. 
 
The new policy allows journalists to use the term “genocide” to describe the Armenia Case.  
It also requires that any historically based article on the events of 1915 must use the term 
“genocide,” so that any appearance of denial of the Armenian Genocide will not occur. 
 
As of June 2005, there have been at least twelve articles or listings in The New York Times 
that uses the phrase “Armenian Genocide.” In deciding to change The Times policy, Bill 
Keller, the executive editor, stated: “I don’t feel I’m particularly qualified to judge exactly 
what a precise functional definition of genocide is, but it seemed a no-brainer that killing a 
million people because they were Armenians fit the definition.”3 
 
The New York Times and the Armenian Genocide: Guided Reading Questions 

1. What do you think is meant by the phrases: “Newspaper of Record” and "All the News 
That's Fit to Print?" 

2. What could have been the benefits of The New York Times covering the Armenian 
Genocide and the earlier massacres for the Armenians? 

3. Who invented the term “genocide?” Why is creating a word to describe such events 
important?  

4. Why would The New York Times shy away from the use of the term “genocide” when 
discussing the Armenian Case? 

5. At the end of the reading Keller, the executive editor of The New York Times, said he 
was not qualified to make the determination of whether or not the Armenian Case was 
genocide. What type of people could Keller turn to help determine this? Why? 

                                                 
3 Bass, Gary. “Word Problem,” The New Yorker,  May 3, 2005. 
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The International Definition of Genocide and the 
Armenian Case (Worksheet One) 

  

The International Convention of the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime 
of Genocide on December 9, 1948 set the United Nations definition of 
genocide (General Assembly Resolution 260A (III) Article 2). 

 
 In the present Convention, genocide means any of the following acts 
committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, 
racial or religious group, as such: 
 
(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 

 
 
DIRECTIONS 
Above is the definition of genocide as defined by the International Convention of the 
Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide. After reading the article from The 
New York Times assigned to you, determine if any of the conditions of genocide were met 
based solely on the information in the article.  
 
Below, write quotes from the article that supports the specific conditions for genocide. 
 
(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. 
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The International Definition of Genocide and the Armenian Case (Overhead)  
The International Convention of the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide on 
December 9, 1948 set the United Nations definition of genocide (General Assembly 
Resolution 260A (III) Article 2). 
 
In the present Convention, genocide means any of the following acts committed with intent 
to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or religious group, as such: 
 
(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 
 
 
 
  
 

Writing a Letter to the Editor: 
 

Write a Letter to the Editor about the role media could play in stopping genocide. Reference 
a current situation which you think needs more attention from the media.  
 
For a list of current genocides or possible genocides visit the Committee on Conscience Web 
site and the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum (www.ushmm.org/conscience/alert). 
 
After doing a little research using the Committee on Conscience Web site, follow the 
directions below for writing a “Letter to the Editor” for The New York Times and read "The 
Letters Editor and the Reader: Our Compact, Updated” by Thomas Freyer. 
 
After you have completed the assignment and submitted it to your instructor you may also 
submit it to The New York Times.  
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DIRECTIONS FOR LETTER TO THE TIMES 
Letters to The Times should only be sent to The Times, and not to other publications. We do 
not publish open letters or third-party letters. Letters for publication should be no longer 
than 150 words, must refer to an article that has appeared within the last seven days, and 
must include the writer's address and phone numbers. No attachments, please. 
We regret we cannot return or acknowledge unpublished letters. Writers of those letters 
selected for publication will be notified within a week. Letters may be shortened for space 
requirements. To e-mail a letter to the editor, write to letters@nytimes.com. You may also 
send your letter to: 
 
Letters to the Editor 
The New York Times 
229 West 43rd Street 
New York, NY 10036 
Fax: (212) 556-3622 
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From the Letters Editor 
 
The Letters Editor and the Reader: Our Compact, Updated 
By THOMAS FEYER 
Published: May 23, 2004 
 
Last September, as letters editor of The Times, I used some of this space for an essay called 
"To the Reader," introducing myself and outlining the mission and the mechanics of the 
letters page.  
 
It seemed to strike a chord, and scores of readers wrote back. Many were pleased to learn 
that the anonymous editor had a name. Some were grateful for the advice; others were 
amused, acerbic, occasionally even dyspeptic. I had my 15 minutes of fame: a flurry of 
dissection on the Internet; an interview on TV that lasted, well, about 15 minutes. We 
printed two letters in response — pro and con, naturally.  
 
But readers, new and old, send in questions (and even complaints!) about the letters page 
almost every day, and so a refresher course may help. This is an attempt to answer some 
frequently asked questions. 
 
I've submitted many letters, but none have been published. How can I improve my 
chances? 
 
Thanks largely to the ease and ubiquity of e-mail, letters submissions (and a lot besides) 
come in relentlessly, round the clock, from around the country and around the world, at a 
rate of roughly a thousand a day. My small staff and I try to read them all, but we can 
publish only about 15 letters a day. 
 
While the odds are long, some letter writers seem to know how to shorten them. Here are 
some tips: Write quickly, concisely and engagingly. We're in an age of fast-moving news 
and virtually instant reaction; letters about an especially timely topic often appear within a 
day or two (and almost always within a week).  
 
At times, some big stories generate hundreds of letters a day — Sept. 11 (at one point we 
were getting hundreds an hour), the war in Iraq, politics, to name a few. When you write 
about a particularly contentious issue, bear in mind that many others do so as well. We can 
try to capture a sense of what's on readers' minds, but we can't be comprehensive.  
 
Your suggested length for letters is about 150 words. Why so short? (Or, as one writer put it 
after I cited the brevity of the Gettysburg Address, "Why does Lincoln get 250 and the rest 
of us a measly 150?") 
 
Ideally, the letters page should be a forum for a variety of voices, and that means letting a 
lot of readers have a turn. With our limited space, we have room for letters that make their 
case with a point or two, but not for full-length articles. (For those, try our neighbors at the 
Op-Ed page.)  
 
Once in a while, a particularly eloquent, newsworthy or pointed letter is allotted 
Lincolnesque space in print, but that is the exception. 
 
You've said that the letters page "does not have a political coloration of its own." Yet liberal 
opinion seems to dominate, and conservatives seem to have a lesser voice. Why? 
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In selecting letters, I try to present a fair sampling of reader opinion, as well as a balance of 
views, pro and con. Writers to The Times — by no means all, certainly, but a clear majority 
— tend to be liberal, often vociferously so. Among our letter writers, critics of the Bush 
administration, especially over the war in Iraq, outnumber its defenders by a substantial 
margin.  
 
On same-sex marriage, to cite another example, proponents far outnumber opponents 
among our letter writers. But there is more of a divide on other national issues, like 
abortion, affirmative action and immigration.  
 
We welcome opinions from all sides: the majority, the dissenters, the contrarians. While I 
naturally have to use my judgment, it's not my opinion that determines the complexion of 
the page, it's yours. 
 
Do you edit letters? 
 
We reserve the right to edit for space, clarity, civility and accuracy, and we send you the 
edited version before publication. If your letter is selected, we will try to reach you and ask 
a few questions: Did you write the letter? (We're not amused by impostors.) Is it exclusive 
to The Times? (It should be.) Do you have a connection to the subject you're writing about? 
(Readers should be able to judge your credibility and motivation.)  
 
What is your responsibility for ensuring that facts cited in letters are accurate? 
 
Letter writers, to use a well-worn phrase, are entitled to their own opinions, but not to their 
own facts. There is, of course, a broad gray area in which hard fact and heartfelt opinion 
commingle. But we do try to verify the facts, either checking them ourselves or asking 
writers for sources of information. Sometimes we goof, and then we publish corrections.  
 
Why are there so many letters from people with credentials or titles after their names? 
 
These come in many flavors: an official's response to criticism; a statement of policy, 
printed for the record or for its news value; a view that we feel adds an interesting 
perspective or expertise to the debate. 
 
As with any letter, writers speak only for themselves or their organizations; publication 
should not be taken as an endorsement of that view by The Times. The aim is to stimulate 
discussion, not end it. 
 
A personal note, for those who've asked: I've been an editor at The Times for 23 years and 
counting, nearly 5 as letters editor, and a New Yorker since early childhood. I was born in 
Budapest, Hungary, in 1953 and came to America with my parents — survivors of Nazism 
and refugees from Communism — in 1957. Five years later, we swore an oath as 
naturalized American citizens. 
 
Perhaps unsurprisingly, then, my core belief as letters editor is that healthy, informed 
debate is the lifeblood of a strong democracy. Other than that, I'm an avid Times reader, 
just like you. If what's in this newspaper interests you, it interests me.  
 
www.nytimes.com/2004/05/23/opinion/23READ.html?ex=1127534400&en=f60bee04cfc904
6c&ei=5070&oref=login 
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The Armenian Genocide: News Accounts from 
the American Press, 1915-1922 
Richard D. Kloian, Editor 

Heritage Publishing, 1985, 1992, 1996, 2005, 400 pages 
 
The Armenian massacres 1915-1916 were the single most riveting 
human rights issue in the United States in 1915-1917 that shocked the 
conscience of an entire nation and became the subject of national 

discussion, angst - and outrage. This compilation of 200 full length articles from The New 
York Times and over 60 full-length articles from 14 American journals of the time reprises 
the day to day reporting of the genocide. Included in the book are photographs, maps, and 
official documents such as the Turkish Military Tribunal of 1918 that found Turkey's former 
leaders guilty of ordering the massacres against the Armenians. Arranged in chronological 
order, the news articles are a historic chronicle of the genocide as reported daily by 
America's most prestigious newspaper. 
 
This book reproduces those news accounts and calls attention to their importance as 
sources of first-hand evidence. The probative value of these accounts are supported by the 
subsequent disclosures that many of the stories reported by The Times were from official 
dispatches sent to the U.S. State Department in Washington by the American Ambassador 
and other American Consular officials in Turkey. Their statements, as well as the coincident 
testimony of teachers and missionaries, and the victims themselves, comprise an important 
pool of information and facts that aid in the teaching of this event as well as becoming a 
primary source of direct evidence.  

 

The book can be ordered 
from Heritage Publishing: 
5400 McBryde Avenue 
Richmond, CA 94805   
(510) 965-0152 
rdk66@sbcglobal.ne   
$35.00 + S/H 


