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Part One: William James on Memorializing the Civil War

“We speak of the past as final and irrevocable. There is 
nothing that is less so . . . the past (or some meaningful 

structure of the past) is as hypothetical as the future.”
George Herbert Mead,  

The Philosophy of the Present, 1932
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William James, fully sensing the wrong direction that our 

nation was heading by retreating from the gains made by 

African Americans during Reconstruction, gave an ora-

tion on the occasion of the unveiling of the Civil War Me-

morial to Robert Gould Shaw and the Massachusetts Fif-

ty-Fourth Regiment erected on the Boston Common. This 

oration is as relevant today as it was when it was given in 

May 1897. One could say that its prescience is even more 

chilling given the most recent threats to U.S. democracy 

during the Donald Trump era. Honored that day was the 

Massachusetts Fifty-Fourth Regiment, an all-Black regi-

ment that fought a heroic yet unsuccessful battle to cap-

ture Fort Wagner, a citadel guarding Charleston harbor, 

in July 1863. James’s explicitly political oration attempted 

both to give meaning to such a memorial and to warn 

the nation of the dangers it faced if the historical lessons 

of the war were ignored. Tragically, James’s warning was 

ignored. His words could not stop the emerging process 

by which our nation’s narrative was being rewritten. Over 

the next fifty years, the story of America’s original sin of 

slavery and the war that was fought to end it, were trans-

formed into what Southerners call the Lost Cause. The 
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Lost Cause was mainstreamed by educational institu-

tions and the mass media so that Americans both North 

and South could sit comfortably in front of movie screens 

and take similar pleasures in the cinematic portrayal of 

the genteel lost world of Gone with the Wind. One year 

before James’s oration, the United States Supreme Court 

infamously ruled in Plessy vs. Ferguson that segregation 

was constitutional. The principle of equality evaporated 

for Black Americans under the false doctrine that separate 

could be equal. Across the nation, white supremacist do-

mestic terrorism and Jim Crow laws would rule the day. 

Economic and social inequities between Blacks and whites 

became sedimented and continue to the present moment. 

I will use James’s oration as a jumping off point for 

my argument for the claim that an open, continuing, 

and critically honest examination of a nation’s historical 

narrative is crucial for the maintenance of a healthy de-

mocracy. Anti-democratic forces, whether they be fascist 

mass movements or individual autocrats supported by 

economic elites, have long known the importance of es-

tablishing their own historical narrative in order to justify 

and thus maintain their power. I illustrate my claims by 

first focusing on the debates in the United States about 

the removal of Confederate monuments. Contempo-

raneous with this debate is the more recent rightwing 

backlash regarding the teaching of United States history, 

especially as it is taught in public schools. This has taken 

the form of attacks on teachers and school boards who 

have tried to open the curriculum to voices who have 

long been silenced, especially African Americans and Na-

tive Americans. The bête noire of this rightwing attack 

has been the 1619 Project and what they falsely label 

Critical Race Theory. Attacks on the latter amount to 

straw person arguments since Critical Race Theory is not 

taught at the secondary school level, let alone at most 

universities.1 I will then conclude in Part Two by briefly 

1 See the curricular work on The 1619 Project on the Pulitzer 
Center website: https://pulitzercenter.org/lesson-plan-group-
ing/1619-project-curriculum 

shifting to a more global perspective by pointing to one, 

among many, similar attempts to rewrite national narra-

tives to justify geopolitical violence against an indigenous 

people, in this case the Armenians of the South Caucasus. 

We are rife with such examples today, instance President 

Putin’s claims that the Ukraine is an artificial creation and 

has no history of its own. 

But first, let us turn back to William James. While 

James spends a good portion of the oration describing 

Colonel Shaw’s actions leading up to and during the bat-

tle of Fort Wagner, the salient points he raises pertain to 

the moral values conveyed by Shaw’s agency and that of 

his African American soldiers. It is these values that the 

memorial should evoke in us, not simply the recording of 

an important historical event. Early in the oration, James 

strikes at the heart of the matter:

The historic significance of an event is measured 
neither by its material magnitude, nor by its im-
mediate success. . . . The war for our Union, with 
all the constitutional questions which it settled, 
and all the military lessons which it gathered in, 
has throughout its dilatory length but one mean-
ing in the eye of history. It freed the country from 
the social plague which until then had made polit-
ical development impossible in the United States. 
. . . And nowhere was that meaning better sym-
bolized and embodied than in the constitution of 
this first Northern negro regiment. (James 1897, 
40) (emphasis added)

While a modern audience may want to take exception to 

Augustus Saint-Gauden’s rendering of the elements of 

the monument, especially the scale in which the white 

officer, Colonel Shaw, is depicted in comparison to the 

Black troops he is leading, James gives equal importance 

to both elements of the work. He admonishes the specta-

tor to “look at the monument and read the story”: 

See the mingling of elements which the sculp-
tor’s genius has brought so vividly before the eye. 
There on foot go the dark outcasts, so true to 
nature that one can almost hear them breathing 
as they march. State after State by its laws had 
denied them to be human persons. The South-
ern leaders in congressional debates, insolent 
in their security, loved most to designate them 
by the contemptuous collective epithet of “this 
peculiar kind of property.” There they march, 
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warm-blooded champions of a better day for 
man. There on horseback, among them, in his 
very habit as he lived, sits the blue-eyed child of 
fortune, upon whose happy youth every divinity 
had smiled. Onward they move together, a single 
resolution kindled in their eyes, and animating 
their otherwise so different frames. The bronze 
that makes their memory eternal betrays the 
very soul and secret of those awful years. (41) 

James focuses on the singleness of purpose between the 

white officer and his Black troops. They are engaged in a 

campaign to purge the nation of the disease inherited at 

its birth:

Since the ‘thirties the slavery question had been 
the only question, and by the end of the ‘fifties 
our land lay sick and shaking with it like a traveler 
who has thrown himself down at night beside a 
pestilential swamp, and in the morning finds the 
fever through the marrow of his bones (41). 

James is clear, the nation’s disease must be purged at its 

source, slavery.

James was well aware of the destructive consequences 

of war, for his younger brother Wilky was gravely wounded 

in the Fort Wagner assault, but compromise was not the 

cure for this disease. Acknowledging the nation’s original 

sin, something that many today in our polarized nation re-

fuse to do, James gets to the heart of the matter:

Our great western republic had from its origin 
been a singular anomaly. A land of freedom, 
boastfully so-called, with human slavery en-
throned at the heart of it, and at last dictating 
terms of unconditional surrender to every oth-
er organ of its life, what was it but a thing of 
falsehood and horrible self-contradiction? For 
three-quarters of a century it had nevertheless 
endured, kept together by policy compromise, 
and concession. But at last; that republic was torn 
in two; and truth was to be possible under the 
flag. Truth, thank God, truth! even though for the 
moment it must be truth written in hell-fire. (42)

Yet by 1897 the truth was in danger and had never estab-

lished itself in the defeated Confederate States. With the 

end of Reconstruction, the few gains made by freed Afri-

can Americans in the South came to an end. While militar-

ily defeated in 1865, most Southerners, especially among 

the former ruling white-elite landowners, were never able 

to psychologically accept defeat or reject their belief in the 

righteousness of their cause. They turned the adage that 

“history is written by the victors” on its head. The process 

of rewriting the war’s historical narrative had begun soon 

after the April 1865 surrender of Robert E. Lee at Appo-

mattox Court House. This is a history never taught in the 

schools in America. The details of the historiography of 

this process are fascinating but this is not my concern here.

One thought experiment is warranted. While appear-

ing to be comparing apples and oranges, it is worthwhile 

making a comparison with the aftermath of Nazi Germa-

ny’s defeat in 1945. Yes, granted, ours was a civil war and 

the other was an international response to a war of ag-

gression. Yet, in the aftermath of World War II, no active 

National Socialist-aligned terrorist organizations carried 

out violence against Jewish survivors and others. While 

in the aftermath of the Civil War, the Ku Klux Klan was 

immediately formed and continued to terrorize African 

Americans for over one hundred years. Can one imagine 

the formation of an organization in Germany thirty years 

after the end of the war that propagated the ideology of 

National Socialism and a benign narrative regarding the 

Second World War? Well, this is precisely what the United 

Daughters of the Confederacy (UDC), established in 1894, 

did to propagate the myth of the Lost Cause? Germans 

of the post-war generation began in the ’60s and ‘70s to 

question their elders’ silence about their Nazi past, while 

in contrast, the UDC set up programs throughout the 

South to indoctrinate children into the Lost Cause through 

youth clubs known as the Children of the Confederacy. For 

generations, the Southern elite would train their youth in a 

manner not that far removed from the Hitler Youth of the 

1930s. There are, of course, important contextual differ-

ences and yes, there are extreme rightwing movements 

in Germany today, evidence the Alternative for Deutsch-

land (AfD), but the outcomes were starkly different in the 

American and German experiences.2 The American philos

2 The American philosopher Susan Neiman makes a strong case 
for these contrasting outcomes in her book, Learning from the 
Germans: Race and the Memory of Evil (2020).
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United Daughters of the Confederacy at the Confederate Memorial, Arlington 
National Cemetery, Virginia. June 5, 1922. Photo via Wikimedia Commons.

The Children of the Confederacy visiting a Confederate grave. 
Photo: Library of Congress.
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opher Susan Neiman makes a strong case for these con-

trasting outcomes between the American and German 

experiences in her book, Learning from the Germans: 

Race and the Memory of Evil (2020).

As has been well-documented by historians in the 

wake of the Black Lives Matter protests, Confederate 

monuments immediately began to be constructed in the 

two decades following the war’s end, though mostly on 

a small scale and often in cemeteries. Ironically, James 

refers to a similar monument building phenomenon, but 

he has in mind the typical Northern monument to the 

Union dead:

And this, fellow-citizens, is why, after the great 
generals have had their monuments, and long 
after the abstract soldier’s-monuments have 
been reared on every village green, we have cho-
sen to take Robert Shaw and his regiment as the 
subjects of the first soldier’s-monument to be 
raised to a particular set of comparatively undis-
tinguished men. The very lack of external com-
plication in the history of these soldiers is what 
makes them represent with such typical purity 
the profounder meaning of the Union cause. (42)

The irony is that in the three decades after James’s 

speech, the United Daughters of the Confederacy spear-

headed an effort that led to the greatest boom in Con-

federate monument-building, with statues of “abstract 

soldier’s-monuments” of “Johnny Reb” springing up in 

village squares, in front of court houses, State capitols, 

and prominent civic locations throughout the South. 

Monumental statues of Confederate leaders and gener-

als, such as Robert E. Lee, soon followed. This construc-

tion boom abated during the Depression of the 1930s and 

stopped altogether during the war years that followed. 

With the rise of the Civil Rights Movement in the 

late 1950s and 60s, a revival in monument building took 

place. This culminated in the 1972 construction of the 

world’s largest Confederate monument, the craving in 

granite of the images of General Lee, General Stonewall 

Jackson, and the President of the Confederacy Jefferson 

Davis, on horseback on the façade of Stone Mountain 

outside of Atlanta, Georgia. 

Members of the John Triplett Chapter of the Children of the Confederacy, Thom-
asville, Georgia, 1911. Photo: Georgia Archives.
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The call for the removal of the Stone Mountain Mon-

ument and other monuments has grown intense, starting 

with the General Lee statue in Charlottesville, Virginia at 

which a Neo-Nazi and White supremacist march in de-

fense of the monument led to a riot and the death of a 

counter-protestor. Momentum for removals grew after 

the May 2020 murder of George Floyd. The argument has 

often been made that such monuments are about histo-

ry and heritage and their removal is an attempt by the 

radical Left to rewrite history. Grady Vickery a member 

of the Sons of Confederate Veterans made such an ar-

gument regarding Stone Mountain in a National Public 

Radio interview: “What it [Stone Mountain] means to me 

is that, being a lifelong student of history, local history, 

Georgia history, your history, my history, it’s all common 

history, folks. This carving is a monument” (Mofatt 2021). 

What history is Vickery a student of? The history of the 

backlash against the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s 

when the backers of the monument enlisted the State of 

Georgia to support the project? Or is it the history of the 

effort that originally commenced in 1915 at the height 

of the Ku Klux Klan’s revival – a revival given impetus by 

the box office success of Cecil B. DeMille’s The Birth of 

a Nation? The original backers were the aforementioned 

Daughters of the Confederacy. Claiming that this is a 

“common history” belies the fact that for African Amer-

icans this common history is one of oppression and do-

mestic terrorism. 

As argued by William James, monuments are not sim-

ply documents of historic events but values made visible. 

In the case of the Boston Civil War Memorial, the value 

is courage but in a double sense. James argues that the 

monument represents both civic and military courage or 

valor. Colonel Shaw had already shown military courage 

in his prior commissions leading the Massachusetts Sev-

enth and Second Regiments. Taking on the leadership of 

the first all-Black regiment was a risky experiment given 

the repercussions of its failure for public support for the 

war. James distinguishes the two types of courage:

Town Green, Guilford, Connecticut, 1877. “The abstract sol-
dier’s-monuments have been reared on every village green.”
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Robert E. Lee statue in Charlottesville that was recently removed.
 

The “Johnny Reb” statue known as “At Ready” outside the Albemarle County Courthouse in Charlottesville, 
Virginia. Photograph: Erin Edgerton/AP.
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Stone Mountain Monument, 1000 Robert E. Lee Blvd., Stone Mountain, Georgia. 
Photo: Smithsonian Magazine.

Members of the Ku Klux Klan burn a large cross atop Stone Mountain in DeKalb County, 
Georgia, on July 23, 1948, while initiating 700 new members. AP Photo, File.
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That lonely kind of courage (civic courage as we 
call it in times of peace) is the kind of valor to 
which the monuments of nations should most 
of all be reared, for the survival of the fittest has 
not bred it into the bone of human beings as it 
has bred military valor; and of five hundred of us 
who could storm a battery side by side with oth-
ers, perhaps not one would be found ready to risk 
his worldly fortunes all alone in resisting an en-
throned abuse. The deadliest enemies of nations 
are not their foreign foes; they always dwell with-
in their borders. And from these internal ene-
mies, civilization is always in need of being saved. 
The nation blest above all nations is she in whom 
the civic genius of the people does the saving day 
by day, by acts without external picturesqueness; 
by speaking, writing, voting reasonably; by smit-
ing corruption swiftly; by good temper between 
parties; by the people knowing true men when 
they see them, and preferring them as leaders 
to rabid partisans or empty quacks. Such nations 
have no need of wars to save them. (51)

On a Jamesian reading, Stone Mountain is not a mon-

ument to evoke valor, civic or otherwise, but fear and 

intimidation of African Americans. It makes visible the 

value of racism.

James concludes his oration by identifying two civ-
ic virtues – or what he here calls “common habits” 
– that are essential for the survival of democracy. 
For, “Democracy is still upon its trial. The civic ge-
nius of our people is its only bulwark, and neither 
laws nor monuments, neither battleships nor pub-
lic libraries, nor great newspapers nor booming 
stocks; neither mechanical invention nor political 
adroitness, nor churches nor universities nor civil 
service examinations can save us from [the] de-
generation” of democracy (52). James identifies 
these “two common habits” that must be “carried 
into public life” for democracy’s survival: “One of 
them is the habit of trained and disciplined good 
temper towards the opposite party when it fairly 
wins its innings. It was by breaking away from this 
habit that the Slave States nearly wrecked our 
Nation. The other is that of fierce and merciless 
resentment toward every man or set of men who 
break the public peace” (53) (emphasis added). 
Sadly, I believe, we are failing the Jamesian test. 
When Joe Biden “fairly” won his “innings” in the 
2020 presidential election, and Trump perpetu-
ated the Big Lie that the election was stolen, this 
civic habit essential to democracy’s survival was 
broken. Commentators have noted, the storming 
of the U.S. Capitol was the first instance in our his-
tory when the peaceful transfer of power almost 
came up short.3 

3 Doubly sad is the fact that for a significant portion of the pop-

Part Two: Controlling Historical Narratives in Our Pres-
ent Moment

“As Solzhenitsyn said, violence and lies – these two 
things have always gone hand in hand. Violence 

doesn’t exist and is unable to exist alone; it is unfail-
ingly accompanied by lies. Violence has nothing to 

hide behind except lies.”
Akram Aylisli, “Instead of an Epilogue,” Farewell Aylis

As mentioned at the outset, we find a similarly egregious 

rewriting of history taking place in the genocidal violence 

against Armenians in the South Caucasus. I cannot do full 

justice here to the decades long conflict between the oil-

rich autocracy of Azerbaijan and Armenia, one of the few 

functioning democracies born out of the breakup of the 

Soviet Union. While the genocide of Ottoman Armenians 

is much better known and thoroughly documented, the 

fact that Turkish Nationalist forces invaded the Caucasus 

in spring 1918 is less known. Aided by the Turkic Azer-

baijani brethren, they were intent on exterminating the 

remnants of the Armenian nation. These forces were 

halted by Armenian resistance. Before the year ended, 

an armistice brought an end to World War I and this 

phase of the genocidal campaign of violence against the 

Armenians. Defeat in the war, did not bring an end to the 

ambitions of the nationalist pan-Turkic movement and 

their goal of cleansing the Caucasus of its Armenian pop-

ulation. Just as the Lost Cause narrative perpetuated the 

“nobility” of Southern life before Northern repression, 

Azerbaijani President Ilham Aliyev and his propagandist 

minions have characterized the Armenians of the region 

as “settler colonists” who have usurped the native Aze-

ris of their historic lands. The victims have none become 

the oppressors. Reversing the historical narrative, they 

fabricated a narrative that claims that Armenians com-

mitted genocide against the Azeri people and ethnically 

cleansed them from not only Nagorno Karabakh but from 

most of the lands that now comprise the Republic of Ar-

ulation, the other civic habit, the “fierce and merciless resent-
ment toward men who break the public peace” has come up 
short. For them, the Capitol insurrectionists were exercising 
their free speech rights, not breaking the public peace. 
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menia. Aliyev has made his goal abundantly clear, “Arme-

nia as a country is of no value. It is actually a colony, an 

outpost run from abroad, a territory artificially created 

on ancient Azerbaijani lands” (Aliyev 2012).4 Aliyev does 

not recognize the internationally recognized territorial 

integrity of the Republic of Armenia:

We have perhaps a hundred times more grounds 
not to recognize the territorial integrity of Arme-
nia than they have not to recognize our territorial 
integrity. Because everyone already knows this, 
and so does the world community, that in Novem-
ber 1920 our historical lands of Zangazur [Syunik], 
as well as Goycha [Sevan], were severed from us 
and annexed to Armenia. The city of Yerevan was 
ceded to Armenia on 29 May 1918. So, there are 
many factors for us, as they say, not to recognize 
the territorial integrity of Armenia. (Aliyev 2022)

The lies that Aliyev and his regime spew forth bear out 

what Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn meant when he wrote, 

“For violence has nothing to cover itself with but lies, 

and lies can only persist through violence” (Solzhenitsyn 

1974). The lies take the form of a decades long process 

of reinscribing the physical landscape of the lands they 

have controlled or captured. Thousands of ancient and 

medieval Armenian monuments, including churches and 

cemeteries, have been pulverized to dust or ascribed to 

the long extinct Caucasian Albanians whose presence 

in the region cannot be established after the 8th centu-

ry. Armenian churches and monasteries that have fallen 

into the hands of the Azeris as a result of their successful 

military assault on the Armenian populated Republic of 

Artsakh (formerly known as Nagorno Karabakh) are now 

undergoing a scrubbing of all traces of the distinctive Ar-

menian alphabet from their walls and artifacts. The once 

Armenian province of Nakhichevan, placed by Stalin un-

der Azerbaijani control in the early days of the Soviet 

Union, underwent a decades-long systematic campaign 

of cultural heritage destruction. The violence against 

the indigenous inhabitants in this region has resulted in 

4 See also the Reuter’s coverage of Aliyev’s remarks in “Azeri 
president says Armenia is a country “of no value.” November 
20, 2012. 

countless deaths and the flight of all the remaining Ar-

menians from Azeri controlled lands. As the Harvard art 

historian, Christina Maranci has written, “Between 1997 

and 2006, as a decade-long investigation revealed last 

year, Azerbaijan deliberately wiped Nakhichevan clean 

of its Armenian culture, destroying more than 89 medie-

val churches, 5,840 khachkars (carved cross-stones), and 

22,000 historical tombstones” (Maranci 2020). A more 

recent 436-page forensic investigation by Cornell Univer-

sity’s Caucasian Heritage Watch has established irrefut-

able evidence for this destruction:

In a year-long forensic investigation, Caucasus 
Heritage Watch (CHW) has used high-resolution 
satellite imagery to document the fate of Arme-
nian cultural heritage sites in the Nakhchivan 
Autonomous Republic of Azerbaijan (Arm.Nakh-
ichevan). To summarize our main finding, CHW’s 
research shows the complete destruction of 108 
medieval and early modern Armenian monaster-
ies, churches, and cemeteries between 1997 and 
2011. This figure represents 98% of the Armenian 
cultural heritage sites we were able to locate 
and assess for this investigation. These findings 
provide, for the first time, conclusive forensic ev-
idence that silent and systematic cultural erasure 
has been a feature of Azerbaijan’s domestic eth-
nic policies. (Caucasian Heritage Watch 2022, 6)

This cultural genocide has facilitated the Azeri irridentist 

ambitions by removing all contrary evidence to the his-

torical narrative that the Aliyev regime has been prop-

agating. Monuments and mosques have been placed in 

former sites of Armenian cultural heritage. 

Hand in hand with the physical cleansing of the land-

scape of people and their cultural heritage is the wholes-

cale sanitizing of Azerbaijani literature produced both 

before and since the breakup of the Soviet Union. Censor-

ship is a mark of all authoritarian regimes and Azerbaijan 

is no exception. Numerous writers have been arrested or 

exiled and their books banned and burned. The chief illus-

tration of a highly honored artist’s fall from grace in the 

Aliyev regime is the “People’s Writer” Akram Aylisli. His 

2013 novella Stone Dreams in which a central character 

is transported in his dreams to hometown Agulis (Aylis), 

home to an ancient Armenian community and the historic 
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St. Thomas Monastery consisted of church, bell towers, a wall, and auxiliary buildings.

Agulis (Aylis) at the beginning of the 20th century.
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monastery of Saint Thomas (Saint Tovma), was his crime.5 

The town’s Armenian population had been massacred by 

Azeri militias aided by Turkish officers in 1919 well after

5 As reported in Caucasian Heritage Watch’s report, Silent Era-
sure: “In 2021, an investigation by [Simon]Maghakyan, for which 
CHW provided satellite imagery, concentrated on the destruc-
tion of Armenian monuments in Agulis, a town in Nakhchivan 
with a deep history of Armenian habitation. In response to 
these findings, an Azerbaijani diplomat proclaimed, “First and 
foremost, we need to make it clear that there is no such thing 
as ‘Armenian heritage’ in the Nakhchivan Autonomous Repub-
lic simply because Armenians never lived there.” Continued 
government denial not only seeks to silence those who decry 
heritage destruction; it also demands that the prior existence 
of these monuments be forgotten. The policy of denial entraps 
Azerbaijani officials into a manifestly false discourse that is ob-
jectively refuted not only with available satellite imagery, but 
Azerbaijan’s own archive of Soviet-era topographic maps and 
monument lists” (7).

the 1918 armistice. Aylisli’s benign treatment of fictional 

Armenian characters and his historically truthful charac-

terization of events lead to his books being banned and 

burned. He himself was sent into internal exile and his 

pension revoked. Jamesian civic courage has no place in 

such totalitarian societies. 

In 2001 the Azerbaijani government started the pro-

cess of adopting a Latin alphabet replacing the Cyrillic 

one imposed by Joseph Stalin in the Soviet period. Re-

searchers such as Ararat Sekeryan have discovered that 

this process accelerated in 2004 under Ilham Aliyev’s 

government. The opportunity opened up for Azeri pro-

pagandists to expunge any favorable treatment of Arme-

Interior dome of St. Thomas (r). 

New mosque on site of St. Thomas. 



105

Pragmatism Today Vol. 13, Issue 2, 2022
Why Controlling the Historical Narrative Matters: A Jamesian Response

Armen T. Marsoobian

nians from the Azeri literary cannon, a truly Orwellian 

endeavor. The government launched a massive campaign 

to transliterate Soviet-era Azerbaijani literature from 

the Cyrillic alphabet into the Latin script. As Sekeryan 

remarks: “During this state-sponsored campaign, more 

than 2,000 works of fiction have been transliterated with 

a particular type of censorship: Armenian characters and 

any kind of ethnic reference to Armenia and Armenians 

were cleansed from the fictional world of Soviet Azerbai-

jan” (Sekeryan 2019). Armenians either disappeared or 

were distorted as evil doers in the Azerbaijani imaginary. 

Creating such racial stereotypes was central to the Lost 

Cause myth in the American South. Slaves were happy,  

simple people who were well taken care of on their plan-

tations. The overturning of this way of life after emanci-

pation, turned some Blacks into dangerous preda-

tors lusting after the white women of the South. Racial 

lynching came to dominate the landscape. In a similar 

fashion, the vacuum of knowledge about the Armenian 

past and its repopulation with Armenian evildoers and 

oppressors, makes it easier for the Azerbaijani govern-

ment to indoctrinate young people with the racist ste-

reotypes of Armenians necessary to facilitate their cam-

paign of genocidal violence. Such stereotypes fuel the 

hatred that we saw manifested in the war crimes and 

atrocities that continue to be perpetrated to this day. Af-

ter the 2020 Karabakh War in which Armenians suffered 

significant losses in life and territory, the Aliyev regime 

built a monument to the war in central Baku. Called the

Military Trophy Park, it displayed captured and destroyed

A child playing in the Military Trophy Park, Baku, spring 2021.

A child playing in the Military Trophy Park, Baku, spring 2021.
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Mannequins of Armenian prisoners of war. 

President Aliyev taking a photo op with the helmets of dead Armenian soldiers, 
April 2021.

Mannequins of Armenian soldiers.
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Armenian military equipment and helmets of slain sol-

diers. Mannequins of Armenian soldiers in degrading 

poses with grotesque facial features were displayed. 

Universal condemnation and an International Court of 

Justice ruling against the Republic of Azerbaijan resulted 

in the removal of the mannequins and helmets but the 

continuing indoctrination of young people to hate Arme-

nians continues through their state educational system.6

Erasing and distorting Armenian cultural heritage, I 

argue, fits the types of acts outlined in the Convention 

on the Prevention and Punishment of Genocide. In the 

words of the Convention, these are actions “causing se-

rious bodily or mental harm to members of the group,” 

and are intended to destroy the group, the Armenians of 

the Caucasus. Such cultural destruction is genocide. 

Just as in the South with its Lost Cause narrative, 

when history is weaponized by those determined to hold 

on to power, violence, whether racial or genocidal re-

sults. Just as generations of young Southern whites grew 

up in an atmosphere of oppression fostered by the myth 

of the Lost Cause , a generation of young Azeris have now 

grown up with a distorted history that demonizes Arme-

nians. Such breeding of hatred inevitably leads to atroc-

ities and the war crimes we have witnessed in the over 

three-decades long conflict in the Caucasus. Controlling 

the historical narrative does matter, for it is a matter of 

life or death for all those who are oppressed.
 

6 In 2021 Armenia brought a case against Azerbaijan under the 
provisions of the International Convention on the Elimination of 
All Forms of Racial Discrimination. The Court ruled unanimous-
ly in Armenia’s favor that Averbaijan must “Take all necessary 
measures to prevent the incitement and promotion of racial 
hatred and discrimination, including by its officials and public 
institutions, targeted at persons of Armenian national or eth-
nic origin” (29). The Court also ruled that “Take all necessary 
measures to prevent and punish acts of vandalism and dese-
cration affecting Armenian cultural heritage, including but not 
limited to churches and other places of worship, monuments, 
landmarks, cemeteries and artefacts” (29). Enforcement of 
these rulings has been negligible since there are no compliance 
mechanism aside from referral to the United Nations. https://
www.icj-cij.org/public/files/case-related/180/180-20211207-
ORD-01-00-EN.pdf
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