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brought to life on screen.  In other instances, the scenes were largely manufactured from 

Mardiganian’s heavily edited text.   

 

Figure 20: Crucifixion of Armenian Women.  Still from Auction of Souls (1919). 

For instance, the haunting image of young women crucified in the desert was an invented 

scene from Mardiganian’s book.  According to Mardiganian in her later years, “The 

Turks didn’t make their crosses like that.  The Turks made little pointed crosses.  They 

took the clothes off the girls.  The made them bend down.  And after raping them, they 

made them sit on the pointed wood, through the vagina.”48  Besides being sexually 

explicit and unfilmable, Mardiganian’s version lacked the symbolic power of showing 

Armenian victims in the same position as Jesus Christ on the Cross.  This image invited a 

comparison between those Romans who crucified Jesus and the “Unspeakable Turk” who 
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made innocent Christians suffer for the love of Jesus and God.  It is a powerful 

indictment of Muslim hatred, even if patently false.  

Though Auction of Souls was by far the most well known film of the Armenian 

Relief Movement, NER released several other ‘photoplays’ including Alice in 

Hungerland.  Alice in Hungerland was shown in schools, churches, and theaters 

nationwide as part of the 1922 NER campaign.  This take off on Lewis Carroll’s Alice in 

Wonderland features another orphan in the titular role. Alice Duryea, née Esther Razon, 

starred in Alice in Hungerland, a NER film release in the Fall of 1921.  The NER cast the 

eight-year-old Razon from among the wards of the Jewish National Orphanage in 

Constantinople.  Like Mardiganian, a representative of the NER, Mrs. Florence Spencer 

Duryea, took her in and became her foster mother.49   It was not uncommon for women 

who visited NER orphanages to adopt a child and bring them to the U.S.  Such adoptions 

were later discouraged by the NER, presumably because the legalities were murky at best 

and the women generally single.  The fact that Esther Razon was Jewish—not 

Armenian—led Rabbi Stephen S. Weiss of the NER Executive Board to raise objections 

to her adoption by a non-Jewish woman.  According to the New York Times, the 

application for adoption was endorsed by the NER with the “stipulation that the adoption 

should be ‘under the consent and advice of such Jewish members of our committee as 

                                                
49 Passport Application of Florence Spencer Duryea: NARA Series: M1490; Roll #: 1673; Collection 
Number: ARC Identifier 583830 / MLR Number A1 534; Passport Applications, January 2, 1906 - March 
31, 1925; National Archives and Records Administration (NARA); Washington D.C.  Mrs. Duryea was 
marked as a divorcee on her passport application. 
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Hon. Henry Morgenthau, Abram I. Elkus, Oscar M. Strauss, Rabbi Stephen S. Weiss, and 

Rabbi Tietelbaum [sic].’”50  

Rabbi Weiss held that Mrs. Duryea only sought advice from him but did not abide 

by his direction.  He stated his belief that Mrs. Duryea “has the intention of weening [sic] 

the child away from her religion and inducing her to embrace another religion.”51 As a 

result, the Jewish National Orphanage attempted to have Razon removed from Duryea’s 

custody and released into the care of Rabbi Weiss until an appropriate Jewish home could 

be found.  Mrs. Duryea surrendered Razon to Rabbi Weiss temporarily, but remained part 

of the child’s life.  Razon was removed from her school in Westchester County and spent 

her time divided between Rabbi Weiss’ home during the week and Mrs. Duryea on the 

weekends.  Once Rabbi Weiss located a Jewish foster family, Mrs. Duryea was to have 

her say in the matter of adoption.  The row assumedly died down as the next piece of 

news relates to Alice Duryea’s engagement to John I. Kinney.52  From the engagement 

announcement it seems that Mrs. Duryea eventually got her way; Esther the Jewish 

orphan became Alice the American girl. 

  In Alice in Hungerland, Alice played a young girl who follows her father 

overseas to his work with the NER. Alice stows away on a cargo ship filled with food, 

clothing, and supplies donated by the American people and bound for the Near East.  

After “certain vicissitudes” she reaches her father in Constantinople and continues with 

him “over the Black Sea to Batum and then into the interior, to Tiflis, Alexandrapol, 
                                                
50 “Wants Little Alice Raised As A Jewess,” New York Times, 28 April 1922, 
http://query.nytimes.com/mem/archive-
free/pdf?res=F30C11F9355810738DDDA10A94DC405B828EF1D3 [accessed 19 February 2012]. 
51 ibid, 28 April 1922. 
52 “J.I. Kinney to Wed New York Girl,” The Kingston Daily Freeman, 17 January 1939: 5. 



 

 187 

Erivan.”  The film intersperses unscripted footage from NER cinematographers who 

traveled through these areas with Alice’s scripted visits to various orphanages in the Near 

East.  She encounters the poor NER orphans “parentless, homeless, ragged, starving and 

ill.”  An article in The New Near East tells us that “sometimes she saw them lying still in 

the street, dead for want of actual food. Sometimes she saw them living in caves with 

dogs because there was no roof in all that desolate land.”53  These scenes did not drive the 

narrative, but offered an opportunity to show the desperate circumstances in which the 

Armenians lived.  Other scenes—those more likely to feature narrative action—pictured 

the work of the NER with children who had found sanctuary in their orphanages.  Inside 

NER institutions “she saw hundreds of healthy children at long tables eating.  She saw 

children in classrooms and workshops industrious and happy.”  This juxtaposition 

between the children under NER supervision and those “living in caves with dogs” 

testified to the substantial work the organization did in caring for such orphans.   

                                                
53 “Alice in Hungerland,” The New Near East 7 no. 1 (November 1921): 4. 
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Figure 11: Alice (in white) hands out bread to Armenian children in Alice in Hungerland (1921).  Courtesy of 
The New Near East. 

Yet there were still limitations to NER’s ability to aid the poor children in such 

need of food and homes.  When Alice sees the “great truckloads of flour roll into the 

orphanage compounds” she initially thinks that this enormous amount of food must feed 

those begging outside the gates as well.54  She then watches as that flour is baked into 

bread so that she understands the vast quantity of supplies necessary to keep those 

thousands of children simple nourished, not overfed.  This realization is meant to impress 

the audience with the insufficiency of current donations.  If the American people want to 

help all Armenian children, they must give more money, more food, more often.  It is 

also important to realize that this film focuses on children rather than all refugees.  At this 

point in the NER campaign, adult refugees were less attractive beggars than poor, 

innocent children.  Alice, in particular, emphasizes the interest in children as a child 
                                                
54 ibid, 4. 
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herself.  As both Alice and Esther Razon, she is the new poster child for Armenian 

Relief.  Where once she might have appeared on an actual poster, now she is animated in 

film.  This helped bring her alive to American children like those in White Plains, New 

York who contributed 5,000 cans of milk at a screening of Alice in Hungerland 

sponsored by local Boy Scouts.55  Alice in Hungerland also spoke to the schoolchildren 

of Manchester, New Hampshire, where the NER State Director distributed tickets to a 

screening.  When the children returned to school they “ask[ed] their teachers if they may 

not be permitted to bring to the schools, as collecting places, money to buy food and 

clothes for the hungry children of Armenia.”56  Eleven-year-old Elizabeth Hayes of 

Wellesley, Massachusetts saw the film and was inspired to put on a play of her own to 

raise money for “the poor starving children over there.”  She and two other girls raised 

four dollars from the thirty people who attended the play.57 

Alice, the character, also appeared in her own play entitled “Shadows: A 

Children’s Play for the Near East Relief” by Elisabeth Edsland.  The content of the play, 

while not the same as the film, provides further insight into the moral of the film.  In 

Edsland’s version, Alice is an American girl who “falls through the looking-glass” to find 

herself among a group of Armenian orphans.  The play begins with Alice’s beloved 

mother telling her of Armenia: “And in that land, so far away, in that land of starving 

children, our Lord Jesus was born many years ago.”58 Of course, Jesus was born in 

Nazareth in the former Ottoman territory of Palestine, but connecting Armenia and the 
                                                
55 “Are They a Worthy People?” The New Near East 7 no. 4 (February 1922): 16. 
56 “The Power of Children,” The New Near East 7 no. 2 (December 1921): 14. 
57 “Children Help,” The New Near East 7 no. 11 (October 1922): 12. 
58 Elisabeth Edsland, “Shadows: A Children’s Play for the Near East Relief,” The New Near East 7 no. 3 
(January 1922): 12. 
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Armenian to the Bible helped bridge the cognitive distance to that foreign land for 

Americans, especially children.  Calling Armenia “the Cradle of Christianity” also 

legitimated American Christian support of the Armenians, who were seen as successors 

to early Christians.  Alice wishes that she could see the little children of Armenia and 

soon finds herself among a group of “sparsely clad” children “huddled together” in a 

barren field.  Stage directions note that “They are tired, and we wonder why they are so 

old-looking and why they are dressed so poorly in such cold weather.”  Alice cuts a 

strange figure in comparison, well-dressed and well-fed.  She approaches the group and 

begins interacting with them.  Much of the conversation concerns the differences between 

the average American girl and the many Armenian orphans: 

Oldest Girl: You do not look like the girls of this land.  Did you get those 
clothes at the orphanage? 

Alice: The orphanage! No, my mother made me this dress. 

A Very Little Girl: Mother!  What is a mother? 

(The very little girl looks questioningly at the Oldest Girl.) 

Oldest Girl: She doesn’t.  I had one once. But it was so long ago I have 
forgotten.  None of these children have mothers.59 

Alice comes to realize that she has taken her blessings for granted.  When she awakes in 

her mother’s arms, she hugs her tight and promises never to waste food again.  American 

children were reminded of their many blessings through their less fortunate peers.   

 Armenian relief marketed itself to children to draw young Americans into the 

cause.  Children’s plays, stories, and contests were published in The New Near East to 

                                                
59 Elisabeth Edsland, “Shadows: A Children’s Play for the Near East Relief,” The New Near East 7 no. 3 
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provide entertainment for both generations.  The Boy Scouts of America and other groups 

for children repeatedly organized milk drives and bundle days to collect old clothes for 

the Armenian orphans.  Their accomplishments resulted in accolades by the NER as well 

as local officials.  Jackie Coogan, the child movie star, was part of this effort to reach 

children when he was commissioned to lead a “Children’s Crusade for the Near East” in 

1924.  He has been dubbed “the first celebrity humanitarian” by one scholar for his 

efforts on behalf of Armenian Relief.60  It is hardly possible to overstate the heights of 

Coogan’s celebrity in the 1920s.  From the time he appeared with Charlie Chaplin’s The 

Kid in 1921, Coogan was a consistent draw at the box office.  In that film he played an 

orphan taken in by Chaplin’s Tramp to become his sidekick.  It was Chaplin’s full-length 

feature debut as director and a huge success.  Coogan parlayed that role into other 

vehicles such as Peck’s Bad Boy (1921), Oliver Twist (1922), Circus Days (1923) so that 

he was making two to three films per year throughout his childhood.  He later made the 

transition from silent to talking film with Tom Sawyer in 1930.  At his peak, Coogan was 

featured on merchandise ranging from peanut butter jars to dolls so that his audience 

could literally take a piece of him home.   

As early as July 1921, Coogan was involved in advocating for Near East Relief, 

as reported in an article published in The New Near East.  This article states that the 

“Infant Phenom” woke up one morning, found that his bathrobe was snug, and read in the 

newspaper “that a million and a half people in the Caucasus have no clothes for next 

winter.” After his father “convey[ed] to Jackie’s mind the picture of a million and half 
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7 January 2011, http://www.armenianweekly.com/2011/01/07/hollywoods-first-celebrity-humanitarian-
that-america-forgot/ [accessed 3 February 2014] 
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ragged, starving people facing the bitter winter in the high lands of Transcaucasia,” 

Jackie exclaimed “There are altogether too many clothes in this house.”  The child star 

proceeded to clean out the house “and a huge bundle of clothing was sent to the 

warehouse of Near East Relief in New York at the very beginning of the clothing 

campaign.”61  Other movie stars were also listed as contributing their old clothing, but 

they played second fiddle to the six-year-old.  Bundles of old clothing were also 

contributed by children attending a production of Coogan’s 1922 film Trouble at New 

York’s Strand Theater.  The cost of admission was one bundle each and the event raised 

thirty-five hundred bundles of clothing.  The New Near East reported that “A similar plan 

may be carried out in all the principal cities of the country” with the help of the Jackie 

Coogan Productions Exploitation Manager, Paul Gray.  The team at Jackie Coogan 

Productions went on to sponsor other events that combined Coogan’s films with 

philanthropic work for NER.   

As discussed in the introduction, United Artists studios combined the filming of 

Circus Days in December 1922 with an event to collect supplies for NER in response to 

the Burning of Smyrna.  In early December, United Artists studios turned one of their lots 

into a circus complete with “every kind of circus attraction from bearded lady and fat 

woman to skeleton-man and brave equestrienne.”62  The circus also featured “side shows, 

[a] band, bareback riders, acrobats, clowns, camels, lions, and—EVERYTHING.”63  This 

was a complete circus that happened to include a film crew following Coogan in his role 

as Toby Tyler, a foster child who runs away to join the circus.  While children gathered 
                                                
61 “The ‘Infant Phenom’ Turns Philanthropist,” The New Near East 6 no. 10 (July 1921): 8. 
62 “Benefit Circus ‘Real Thing,’” Los Angeles Times, December 1, 1922, J112. 
63 “Jackie Coogan’s Circus,” New Near East 8, no. 5 (April 1923), 8. 
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by “high schools, grammar school, women’s clubs and civic organizations” appeared in 

droves, Coogan worked a full day collecting donations for admission and filming various 

scenes. The New Near East judged the event a success as it raised $3500 in food and 

clothing from the 7,500 attendees.64  This was only the beginning of Coogan’s activism 

on behalf of the children of the Near East. 

 

Figure 22: Jackie Coogan at Circus Benefit.  Clipping from The New Near East (April 1923). 

  During the summer of 1924, Coogan traveled across the country drawing crowds 

and collecting donations for a cargo ship he would escort to the Near East.  This 

campaign was dubbed “The Children’s Crusade for the Near East,” an unfortunate choice 

of appellation considering the original Crusades pitting Christian against Muslim during 

the Middle Ages.  Of course, the NER might have chosen this name specifically to evoke 
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those violent events and remind Americans of the “natural hatred” between the two 

religions that supposedly left the Armenian people in shambles.  In announcing the tour, 

Jack Coogan Sr. discussed his edifying intentions in exposing his son to the “hardships 

and suffering other children of his own age have had to endure” so that he might realize 

“the common duty of all mankind to one another.”65   The elder Coogan’s sentiments 

were echoed by educators like Cincinnati’s Superintendent of Schools who believed that 

“every contribution from an American child is an advance in the development of the 

spiritual life of American childhood.”66  Whether or not he had an uplifting effect, Jackie 

Coogan’s contribution to Armenian relief directly spurred the contributions of thousands 

of American children. 

In August 1924, Jackie Coogan embarked on his “Children’s Crusade” that took 

him through twenty-five American cities as well as European capitals.  He also stopped 

in Greece to deliver the bill of lading to the cargo ship full of supplies donated by 

American children.  Jackie Coogan’s involvement in Armenian Relief was expertly 

crafted and carefully executed to promote Coogan as well as promoting Near East Relief.  

His tour of the U.S. and voyage to the Near East came at a crucial time in his career.  At 

the ripe old age of 10, Coogan was aging out of the cuteness that made him so popular 

among movie goers.  Hollywood columnists such as Harry Carr lamented “no one who 

has observed his recent work can fail to come to the conclusion that the little boy we all 

loved is slipping away. . . which is another way of saying Jackie is growing-up.”67  

Advocating for Near East Relief allowed Coogan to age gracefully by harnessing his 
                                                
65 "Jackie Coogan to Aid Tots," Los Angeles Times, Mar 17, 1924.  
66 Dr. Randall Judson Condon, New Near East 8 no. 10 (October 1923), 6.  
67 “Harry Carr’s Page,” Los Angeles Times, September 24, 1924, C2. 
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fame into charitable work.  Despite the fact that he likely had little to do with the 

arrangements, this was a sign of maturation for a boy whose every haircut and lost dog 

made national news.  Thus Jackie Coogan’s fundraising efforts were part of a symbiotic 

relationship with NER wherein the organization got a tremendous boost in publicity, 

interests, and donations from their association with such a celebrity.  Meanwhile, the 

celebrity received publicity, but more importantly the campaign molded his image as an 

ambassador of goodwill.  

Like film studios, food corporations offered their assistance in the form of rice, 

corn syrup, condensed milk, and other foodstuffs and, in return, their contributions to a 

humanitarian cause were acknowledged.  Some of these companies used that exchange in 

their advertising to improve their brand’s image, much like Jackie Coogan did for his 

reputation.  As Armenian orphans provided lessons in humanity for Coogan, NER wards 

also confirmed nutritional value in advertisements for food products.  Food cooperatives 

such as the Retail Grocer’s Association, Dairyman’s League, Inc., and Association of 

Corn Products as well as certain brand name food companies are listed as generous 

contributors to the NER’s Golden Rule Campaign.  Those brands include Borden’s 

Condensed Milk, Sun Maid Raisins, Carnation Milk, and Tharinger Macaroni among 

others.68 

The Borden Milk Company ran one of the best known campaigns on behalf of 

Armenian relief.  It began when Borden agreed to match every purchased can of their 

Eagle brand condensed milk with another can donated by the company.69 The New Near 
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East had long referred to the Borden Milk Company in the magazine, “the camel trains 

are the milk carriers, crossing the interior of Asia Minor laden with boxes of Borden’s 

condensed milk and other brands.”70  Borden’s milk was also the default brand for 

donation to various film and events run by the NER, including Jackie Coogan’s circus.  

The company also received a boost from Dr. J.C. Curran, Associate Director of the NER 

and Surgeon-Commander, U.S.N., who was quoted in a 1924 Borden milk pamphlet of 

“Diet and Nutrition”: 

Our experience with 115,000 orphan children of the Near East shows that 
there is no more valuable food than condensed milk for restoring half 
starved children to health and strength. In the area where the Near East 
Relief is operated, milk producing animals are tubercular, and we cannot 
depend upon that source of milk supply.  In a recent evacuation of refugee 
canned milk was of great help because of its concentrated food value.  
Many of the refugees were compelled to travel for days at a time with no 
other food to depend upon than a can of American Condensed Milk.71 

While milk was certainly vital to the survival of thousands of Armenian refugees, 

Curran’s statement about “tubercular cows” seems peculiar.  For one, there is no other 

evidence that unhealthy cows were a particular problem in the Near East; rather, the lack 

of dairy cows and temperature control coupled with the large number of dependents made 

canned milk a vital alternative to fresh milk.  As we shall see, Curran was not judicious in 

his statements of praise for various foods and their manufacturers.  His stamp of 

approval, however, was useful to companies that wanted to sell their foods on the basis of 

their nutritional value.  Curran’s words gave them the proof so that such companies could 
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71 “Nutrition and Health,” New York: The Borden Company, 1929 (first printing 1924), 74-5. 
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benefit by advertising the dietary value of their products.  In return, the Near East Relief 

received donations of millions of cans of milk and other products. 

Food cooperatives were in a unique position to provide help for the NER.  In 

1921, for instance, the Retail Grocer’s Association in Syracuse started a campaign called 

“Say It With Flour.”  Every groceryman agreed to put flour on sale to encourage people 

to buy flour and donate sacks to the Near East Relief.  In addition to grocery stores, the 

flour was put on sale in “banks, restaurants, hotels, moving picture houses, cigar stores, 

and other business places” as well as churches.72  The “Say It With Flour” campaign was 

so successful that the sales organization of the Globe Grain and Milling Company made it 

a nationwide campaign by distributing “Coin Posters” for display to grocery stores and 

bakeries as they proved the most effective places for collecting donations.  These coin 

posters were “made of heavy cardboard, size 28x22, with slots for the deposit of coins 

taking up the lower third of the poster.  A heavy celluloid face, covering the coin slots, 

makes it possible for the public to see all the coins deposited.”73  The Coin Poster itself 

gave an accounting of the lives that a barrel of flour could save, “Every 5 cents you 

contribute towards purchasing this barrel of flour means another day of life for a little 

child.”74 

The Near East Relief received many endorsements for the “Say It With Flour” 

Campaign.  Philip A. DePuyt, trustee of the National Retail Grocers Association, wrote 

“the relief of distress in the Near East is a matter that concerns every thoughtful 
                                                
72 “Say It With Flour!” New Near East 6 no. 5 (February 1921), 25. 
73 “Near East Relief ‘Say It With Flour’ Campaign,” The Retail Grocers’ Advocate 26 no. 19 (13 May 
1921), 9. 
74 “An Investment in Human Life,” The Retail Grocers’ Advocate 26 no. 19 (13 May 1921), 8.  This is a 
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American citizen.  Your plan of placing a barrel of flour on exhibit in the grocery stores 

and attaching thereto a receptacle for the customer to contribute toward sending flour to 

these distressed people is to be commended.”75  Allen B. Cox, President of the Syracuse 

Retail Grocers Association, gave his endorsement to the NER directly, “The Syracuse 

Retail Grocers Association has carefully investigated the Near East Relief, and finds that 

it is conducting a big work in a big, efficient way.”  These votes of confidence inspired 

the Hecker-Jones-Jewell Milling Company in New York City and the Washburn-Crosby 

Co. in Wisconsin to join the campaign.  More significant was the participation of silent 

screen star Norma Talmadge, who filmed a moving picture trailer that “[gave] glimpses 

of the misery in the Near East, and show[ed] Miss Talmadge in the act of helping our 

work by dropping a silver dollar into a Coin Poster and pleading with the public to ‘SAY 

IT WITH FLOUR!’”76  At this point, Talmadge was nearing the peak of her popularity 

but also in the midst of a transition from New York to Hollywood.  This contribution to 

Armenian Relief raised the profile of the “Say It With Flour” Campaign and brought it 

into the moving picture houses for consumption by the American film-going public.   

Flour was of perennial importance to the NER and articles about its necessity for 

sustaining life appeared consistently in the pages of the organization’s periodical.  The 

New Near East was as much an effective mouthpiece for advertising the need for food as 

it was for recognizing those companies that supplied it.  When the NER in Transcaucasia 

communicated their need for 25,000 pounds of cocoa, the NER in New York began 

gathering bids from various cocoa companies.  Instead of submitting their bid, the 
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Hershey’s Chocolate Company donated the entire amount and received 

acknowledgement and thanks in The New Near East.  Dr. J.C. Curran made a plea to the 

National Macaroni Manufacturers convention: 

We physicians, who have been on the ground and seen the terrible hunger 
of the little children who sometimes wander through the hills for weeks 
feeding upon weeds, old bones or whatever they can get hold of, have 
observed the wonderful recuperative value of macaroni to these starving 
little bodies.  There is no other food so nutritious.  Macaroni is high in 
gluten, the body and health building elements required especially by 
children.  It is a splendid meat substitute and can be made very palatable.  
We would rather have macaroni than any other food for those hungry 
children. (emphasis mine)77 

This statement was valuable for macaroni manufacturers looking for scientific evidence 

that their product was healthy.  At the time, nutritional scientist believed that a high 

caloric intake was more important than protein to feed victims of famine and American 

children.  If the NER preferred macaroni over all other foods for feeding starving 

children, then mothers of America would assume that macaroni was a good choice for 

feeding their own children.  Two Chicago macaroni companies donated 30,000 pounds of 

macaroni—or as winningly described, “more than 2,000 miles of the stuff”—and 

received thanks in The New Near East.  Another 5,000 pounds was donated by the 

Charles F. Mueller Company, with more to come from other macaroni manufacturers.  

The article, however, did not mention Dr. J.C. Curran’s statement on behalf of 

macaroni.78  NER made similar pleas for raisins, canned fruits and vegetables, canned 

milk, corn products, and rice. 

                                                
77 “Macaroni Shipped to Near East,” Wholesale Grocery Review 23 no. 8 (September 1922), 12. 
78 “Two Thousand Miles of Macaroni,” New Near East 7, no. 10 (September 1922), 9. 



 

 200 

 Dr. J.C. Curran also sent letters that were incorporated into advertising for Karo 

Corn Syrup. An ad from The Chicago Daily Tribune republished Curran’s letter: “The 

Food Experts of the Near East Relief Organization know the necessity of giving children 

energy and health through nutritious foods only. . . These experts have found that because 

Karo contains a high percentage of the vitalizing food element ‘Dextrose’ it ranks with 

the very best food for the upbuilding of children.  In fact, Karo has helped to save the 

remnant of the oldest Christian nation in the world.”79  Once again, this attempt at 

nutritional science dubiously argued for the dietary value of sugar for the starving 

children of the Near East and for healthy American children.  The Karo ad elaborates on 

the benefits of its product, specifying corn syrup as one of these “inexpensive but highly 

nourishing foods” that have “transformed half starved orphans into happy, healthy 

children.”80  

Such imperishable food items formed the diet of hundreds of thousands of 

Armenian orphans in the Near East.  In recognition of that fact, the NER and President 

Coolidge asked Americans to observe International Golden Rule Sunday on December 2, 

1923 by eating at least one meal “approximating that which is used every day in the 

orphanages of the Near East.”81  This meant that Americans limited themselves to foods 

found in orphanages, those very same foods that had been donated in tens of thousands of 

pounds.  The NER also provided recipes from expert chefs such as “Oscar, the famous 

chef of the Waldorf-Astoria in New York” that included approved staples like milk, 
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beans, rice, macaroni, cocoa, and corn products.82 These guidelines confirm the 

commercial collaboration between food manufacturers and the NER.  An article in the 

The Milwaukee Sentinel further connected American excesses with Armenian starvation: 

“Let us think of these children who would starve if it were not for agencies like the Near 

East Relief and resolve that we will start tomorrow on our reducing regime again; go on a 

three day low calorie period, and send the money we save on those three days to help 

keep some children from starving.”83   Golden Rule Sunday was an effective way to make 

Americans feel guilty about the abundance they enjoyed, while—an ocean away—

Armenian refugees starved. 

Whether packaged in a ‘barrel of flour’ or a ‘bundle of used clothing’, the needs 

of Armenian refugees were consistently reported to Americans in the guise of marketing 

conventions.  These conventions extended to the products the NER needed to function in 

the U.S.  Such a cozy arrangement came about as a result of the commodification of 

humanitarian sentiment on Armenian refugees.  NER could direct the emotions of so 

many Americans towards events a world away and ask these same Americans to express 

their sympathy through their daily choices.  Those “daily choices” included the 

consumption of certain brands of food that reified their commitment to Armenian relief.  

This, in essence, was how Armenian relief—and by extension, humanitarian causes—

came to be consumed by the American public. 
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Conclusion 
 

Celebrities since Jackie Coogan have associated themselves with various 

charitable endeavors.  One well-trodden path for philanthropic celebrities is the United 

Nations’ Goodwill Ambassadorship programs.  Various agencies within the UN take on 

celebrities to publicize their projects.  Athletes, musicians, actors, and royalty such as 

Mia Farrow, David Beckham, Don Cheadle, Harry Belafonte, and Queen Rania of Jordan 

act as Goodwill Ambassadors for United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF).  Angelina 

Jolie, actress and former Goodwill Ambassador for the Office of the United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugee (UNHCR) now works as a Special Envoy to the UNHCR.  

Actress Sally Struthers and other celebrities have served as spokespeople for 

organizations such as ChildFund—formerly, Christian Children’s Fund—in long-form 

infomercials that depict adorable children living in squalor.  Other celebrities use their 

influence in times of disaster.  In the aftermath of the 2010 earthquake in Haiti, actor 

Sean Penn founded a non-profit foundation to provide humanitarian assistance in the 

impoverished nation.  Actor George Clooney organized Tsunami Aid: A Concert of Hope 

to raise funds for the tsunami victims of the 2004 Indian Ocean earthquake.  Performers 

included Elton John, Madonna, and Eric Clapton as well as appearances by former 

Presidents George H.W. Bush and Bill Clinton, actor Brad Pitt, and Donald Trump.  Such 

benefit concerts originated with the 1985 Live Aid Concert organized by musician Bob 

Geldof for Ethiopian famine victims.   

Between celebrity spokesmen, late night informercials, and benefit concerts, 

international humanitarian aid has garnered much media attention in the last twenty 
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years.   Humanitarian media itself was not new.  Nineteenth century reformers made good 

use of illustrations and pamphlets to raise interest in others’ distress.  For example, 

historian Elizabeth B. Clark analyzed the image of slavery in literature distributed by 

abolitionists.  By examining slave narratives and anti-slavery tracts, she identifies a turn 

towards the sensational by the mid-19th century.1  Protestant missionaries brought 

attention to famines and disasters in faraway lands.  Their methods for doing so included 

visual media so that Americans could viscerally experience distant suffering.  World War 

I, however, changed the media techniques and the construction of humanitarian 

institutions to create more sophisticated methods of conveying distant suffering. These 

methods include not just photography and film, but the manner in which this media was 

created and distributed.  By showing the transformation from earlier forms of 

humanitarian media to the modern commodification of Armenian relief, this dissertation 

demonstrates that the modern humanitarian industry has antecedents in Armenian Relief.   

Humanitarianism became a business in which corporations share.  In 1923, 

Borden’s Milk matched can-for-can every donation to Armenian Relief.  Today, 

Americans collect yogurt lids to send back to General Mills Foods so the company will 

donate 10 cents to breast cancer research.  Every time someone purchases a pair of Toms 

Shoes, another pair will be sent to a person in the Third World.  In this way consumer 

spending is directly connected to the alleviation of suffering.  In the case of Armenian 

relief, the development of a philanthropic market lent Near East Relief moral authority 

that it could confer upon food companies and celebrities. This dissertation has followed 

the development of these forms of publicity to demonstrate the accrual of moral authority 
                                                
1 Elizabeth B. Clark, “‘The Sacred Rights of the Weak’: Pain, Sympathy, and the Culture of Individual 
Rights in Antebellum America,” The Journal of American History 82 (September 1995): 463-493. 
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through the organization’s actions.  Though the publicity begins in a manner similar to 

19th century forms of humanitarian media, by the final chapter the NER becomes the 

beneficiary of films, celebrity spokesmen, and an outlet for food corporations to 

demonstrate their goodwill. 

In addition, this dissertation contributes to the literature on American international 

humanitarianism by focusing on the Armenian Relief movement.  Although the 

circumstances behind the Armenian Genocide were common knowledge in the Ottoman 

Empire, the U.S., and Europe at the time, the Turkish government denies that genocide 

occurred.  As a result, debates over the legitimacy of the Armenian Genocide continue to 

rage in political and historical discourse. Great strides are being made between Turkish 

and Armenian scholars towards a mutual understanding of the 1915-17 violence.  At the 

same time, the Armenian Genocide is largely unknown within the American public.  The 

Armenian Relief Movement and its vast organs of publicity are a piece of national 

memory that has been forgotten.  By revisiting these fundraising campaigns, we 

remember a part of American history.   

Efforts to resuscitate that episode in American history are not important simply 

because they have been forgotten, but also to enhance our understanding of the history of 

international humanitarianism in this country.  The Armenian Genocide is one of the first 

genocides of the violent 20th century and one of the first international relief projects that 

Americans supported in droves.  Publicity on behalf of the Armenian Relief Movement 

helped define humanitarian campaigns to this day.  A media campaign of this magnitude 

requires a comprehensive study of its genesis, methods, and results.   While historians 

have mentioned the range of publicity given Armenian Relief, none have subjected this 
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campaign to intensive scrutiny as in this dissertation. 

Analyzing the Armenian relief publicity campaign leads to a more nuanced 

understanding of the relationship between mass media and humanitarianism.  

Americans—like other citizens of the First World—do not easily respond to people in 

humanitarian distress.  The American public could not recognize the persecution of 

Armenian and their lack of basic human necessities without concerted efforts by various 

individuals and organizations to inform them of these needs. Newspapers and magazines 

relayed the Armenian situation in stark detail, but had little effect without the 

accompanying public speakers, rallies, posters, photographs, and films engineered by the 

NER.  Simple knowledge of Armenian suffering did not readily lead to humanitarian 

intervention.  After all, numerous civilian groups lived in areas devastated by the battles 

of World War I and their representatives appealed to Americans to contribute to their 

cause.  Americans contributed piecemeal to various organizations collecting money on 

behalf of their personal ethnic or national group.  The Armenian case was distinct 

because most of the donors to the cause were not Armenian—though Armenian-

Americans contributed greatly to their fellow countrymen—but Americans of different 

religious, cultural, and economic backgrounds.   

Where the NER excelled was building an argument for a special connection 

between Americans and Armenians—that Americans were somehow responsible for 

sustaining the Armenian refugees and restoring them to their lands.  Prior to the 

Armistice of Mudros in October 1918, the main arguments for contributing to Armenian 

relief denigrated the Turks and Islam while celebrating the Armenians as the oldest 

Christian nation.  This logic hearkened back to 19th century missionary appeals stating 
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that the United States, as a Christian nation, had a vested interest in the preservation of 

Christianity in Bible Lands.  As Turkish nationalism successfully challenged the Allied 

occupation of their lands, the NER was able to continue making pleas to the American 

public without referring to the Genocide.  Instead, the NER circulated images of starving 

Armenians and detailed the squalor in which they lived.  This approach resonated with 

the American public, who were familiar enough with the Turkish atrocities to read 

between the lines.  From 1919 to 1923, the fact of Armenian suffering when portrayed in 

graphic photographs and sensationalized films was enough to justify continuing 

donations to the NER.  While it was once beneficial to draw upon a longstanding hatred 

of Turks in American society, the Turkish War of Independence began rendered such an 

approach counterproductive to their goals in aiding Armenian refugees. By periodizing 

the NER’s portrayal of the Armenian Genocide, this dissertation suggests that the 

organization’s biases were attributable to their need to appeal to the American public.  

Identifying these shifting attitudes towards Turkish guilt demonstrates the political 

expediencies inherent in humanitarian appeals.  

This dissertation began with the formation of the Near East Relief as the 

American Committee for Armenian and Syrian Relief in 1915.  The second chapter turns 

toward Europe to examine Belgian relief as a counterpoint to Armenian relief.  Belgian 

relief propaganda emphasized the misery of women and children in efforts to gain 

sympathy for their cause.  At the same time, Hoover’s Commission on Relief in Belgium 

eschewed such sentimental campaigns and preferred to use facts and figures in 

representing the organization.  From Belgium, we return to the Near East Relief’s 1919 

publicity campaign where they attempted to raise $30,000,000.  This astronomical sum 
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led the NER (at the time, the American Committee for Relief in the Near East) to pursue 

more professional publicity by commissioning the Division of Pictorial Publicity of the 

Creel Committee. Once the 1919 Campaign was over, the Near East Relief thereafter 

relied upon photography rather than posters.  Chapter four continued to discuss the 

transition to photography by examining the process by which such photographs were 

taken and distributed by the Near East Relief.  In the final chapter, humanitarian aid was 

commodified so that the approval of NER could be bought and sold in a burgeoning 

philanthropic market.  

Of course, this philanthropic market was not as developed as it is in the modern-

day, where corporate social responsibility is a necessary part of building and maintaining 

a brand.  At the same time, the commodification of the humanitarian impulse was in its 

early stages so that philanthropies were in direct competition with one another for ever 

larger corporate resources. All the publicity reproduced in the dissertation contributed to 

NER efforts to brand itself as the moral authority in Armenian relief.  The iconic posters, 

photographs, and popular films all participated in the branding of the humanitarian 

organization.  In many of these publicity images, the NER defines itself as a trustworthy, 

effective organization to establish its primacy over possible competitors for funds.  This 

in itself is not commodification. Rather the act of associating its brand of humanitarian 

aid with the likes of Jackie Coogan or Karo Corn Syrup indicates that there is an 

exchange of commodities.  For Karo Corn Syrup, those commodities were real cans of 

corn syrup that were exchanged for the use of the NER name in their advertising.  With 

Jackie Coogan, himself a brand, the exchange was less tangible.  Coogan’s participation 

in NER fundraising events associated Coogan with the innate good of humanitarian aid.  
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Meanwhile, the NER received the attention from his fans and a massive uptick in 

donations.  It is significant that these exchanges took place decades before corporate 

social responsibility and celebrity activism was firmly entrenched in the philanthropic 

marketplace. 

Moving forward, this project would continue to dig deeper and find more 

associations between corporations and humanitarian aid organizations.  There are plenty 

more archives where one might find additional information on Armenian relief.  For 

example, I was not able to consult the Near East Relief collection at the Rockefeller 

Center Archives or the American Committee on Armenian and Syrian Relief at Burke 

Theological Seminary in New York City.  Additionally, there are resources on Belgian 

Relief available at the Hoover Institute Archives that would augment this evolving 

process.  More clarity on the relationship between Armenian and Belgian relief might put 

this quest for funds into a fuller context of competition between international 

philanthropic projects.  The next area for research would be with the advertisers 

themselves.  Advertising agencies like J. Walter Thompson retain records from this era 

that may elucidate the specific negotiations over such collaboration.    

Whatever the path this project takes, it is certain to involve other humanitarian 

relief projects both in the early 20th century and beyond.  The Armenian genocide is 

simply a jumping off point to discuss a phenomenon that has earned increasing attention 

in recently years.  The involvement of private enterprise with humanitarian has led 

political scientists like Stephen Hopgood to make observations like: “internal 

reorganizations enabled newly ‘branded’ humanitarian NGOs to seek corporate funds 

more effectively, their ‘product’—a moral brand with feel-good associations—now 
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marketed alongside appeals for direct program funding.  Whatever moral authority 

humanitarian NGOs had accrued was now a lucrative resource—a vital source of 

income—in a world where the boundaries that had once closed off extreme suffering 

from commercial interests were fast eroding.”2  Market-based solutions for funding 

humanitarian aid and development create an identity crisis for organizations that used to 

operate solely on voluntarism.  The entrance of private enterprise forces international 

humanitarian organizations to restructure within and without.  The question remains how 

far corporations can push the limits of humanitarianism.  Since we have seen that 

corporations have long been involved with at least one international humanitarian 

organization, the question must be: how has private enterprise already shaped 

humanitarian aid?  That question will require further historical research in the early 20th 

century rather than the late 20th century. 

 

                                                
2 Stephen Hopgood, “Saying ‘No’ to Wal-Mart: Money and Morality in Professional Humanitarianism” in 
Humanitarianism in Question: Politics, Power, Ethics, eds. Michael Barnett and Thomas G. Weiss (Ithaca, 
N.Y.: Cornell University, 2007): 106. 
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Appendix A: Map of Turkey 
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Appendix B: Timeline of Significant Events 

August 3, 1914: Germany declares war on Belgium, invading the neutral country and 
beginning the Rape of Belgium. 

August 4, 1914: Britain declares war on Germany. 

October 1, 1914: The Young Turk government abrogates the Capitulations. 

October 30, 1914: The Ottomans join the war on the side of the Germans. 

November 2, 1914: Russia declares war against the Ottoman Empire. 

December 22, 1914: Battle of Sarıkamış begins as Ottoman and Russian troops face off 
in the Caucasus region.  

January 17, 1915: The battle ends with an Ottoman defeat and their loss marks an 
escalation of hostilities against the Armenian population.   

April 24, 1915: 250 Armenian intellectuals and leaders are arrested in Constantinople.  
Most were later slain.  This is the date commemorated as the official beginning of the 
genocide. 

May 6, 1915: The New York Times reports that the Young Turks have adopted a policy to 
exterminate the Armenians. 

September 3, 1915: American Ambassador to the Ottoman Empire Henry Morgenthau 
asks that Secretary of State Robert Lansing recruit a few well-known philanthropists and 
religious leaders “to form committee to raise funds and provide means to save some of 
the Armenians.” 

September 16, 1915: First meeting of the American Committee for Armenian and Syrian 
Relief (ACASR). 

October 4, 1915: Report of Committee on Armenian Atrocities released in the press. 

January 25, 1916: “Latest News Concerning the Armenian and Syrian Sufferers” issued 
for prospective donors.  At this point, the ACASR had sent $250,000 and set out to raise 
half-a-million more. 

January 30, 1916:  The ACASR holds a meeting with Armenian-Americans in New York 
City. 

April 6, 1917: U.S. declares war against Germany. 

Fall 1917: ACASR changes its name to American Committee for Relief in the Near East 
(ACRNE). 

December 9, 1917: The Ottomans surrender Jerusalem to British troops led by General 
Allenby. 
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February 19-21, 1918: British forces capture Jericho, beginning their occupation of the 
Jordan River Valley. 

March 3, 1918: Russians sign Treaty of Brest-Litovsk and leave the war. 

May 28, 1918: Armenian National Council declares independence to form First Republic 
of Armenia. 

October 30, 1918: The Armistice of Mudros is signed to end hostilities between the 
Ottoman Empire and the Allied Powers at noon the following day. 

November 11, 1918: The Armistice of Compiègne goes into effect at 11 AM, ending 
hostilities between Germany and the Allied Powers. 

January 1919: ACRNE 1919 Campaign. 

January 18, 1919: The Paris Peace Conference opens to negotiate peace between the 
Allied victors and the defeated Central Powers. 

February 1919: U.S.S. Leviathan transports the first group of ACRNE volunteers across 
the Atlantic. 

May 15, 1919: Greco-Turkish War begins with Greek occupation of Smyrna. 

June 28, 1919: The Treaty of Versailles is signed between the Allies and Germany. 

August 1919: ACRNE changes its name to Near East Relief (NER) as specified by the 
organization’s congressional charter. 

February 1920: Kemalist siege of Marash, Dr. Mabel Elliott writes memoir of the 
experience. 

August 10, 1920: Allied Powers and Ottoman Empire sign Treaty of Sèvres that gave 
Armenia access to the Black Sea and parts of the eastern provinces of the Ottoman 
Empire. 

September 24, 1920: Turkish-Armenian War begins. 

December 2, 1920:  Turkey and Armenia sign the Treaty of Alexandropol, nullifying the 
Treaty of Sèvres and turning over much of Armenia’s land to the new Turkish Republic.  
In 1921, it was replaced by the Treaty of Kars. 

October 11, 1922: Greco-Turkish War ends with Turkish victory. 

July 24, 1923: The Lausanne Treaty formally replaces the Treaty of Sèvres, mandating a 
population exchange to remove Christians from Turkey and Muslims from Greece.  
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