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Armenian Secret Army for Liberalization of Armenia.
Terrorism, crime or political actions?

Introduction

Armenian Secret Army for the Liberation of Armenia (ASALA) was a militant organ-
ization that operated primarily from the 1970s to the 1990s, advocating for the recog-
nition of the Armenian Genocide and the establishment of an independent Armenian
state. The group carried out numerous attacks, particularly targeting Turkish diplomats
and institutions, leading to debates over whether its actions constituted terrorism, po-
litical resistance, or criminal activity. On one hand, ASALA’s supporters framed it as
a revolutionary movement fighting for justice and historical recognition. They argued
that, given the lack of international response to Armenian grievances, violent resistance
was a legitimate political tool. On the other hand, critics, including Turkey and several
Western governments, labeled ASALA as a terrorist organization due to its indiscrimi-
nate use of violence, including bombings and assassinations.

The research question of this article is: Is ASALA’ legacy one of political struggle,
criminal activity, or outright terrorism? Main aim of this article is to analyze motivation
and the reasons of creation of this organization and their actions and to define terroris-
tic character of the organization. To analyze ASALA’ activities and categorize them as
terrorism, political struggle, or crime, the research will employ the following theoreti-
cal approaches: Terrorism Studies approach and Neo-institutionalism Theory approach.
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This research will adopt a qualitative research approach, incorporating historical analy-
sis, comparative case studies, content analysis.

Theoretical background

The issue of the concept of terrorism has been discussed and described many times, and
currently there are over two hundred definitions of terrorism. Common elements for
most definitions of terrorism are use of violence or threat to use it, action planning and
its objectives, political motives, evoking a sense of threat and fear, using the media to
publicize a given case and unpredictability of perpetrators’ actions.

Among Polish political scientists, Bartosz Bolechdéw defines terrorism as follows:
“Terrorism is a form of political violence involving the use of murder or destruction
(or threatening the use of such means) in order to cause shock and extreme intimida-
tion of individuals, groups, societies or governments, the effect of which is to be forced
political concessions, provoking ill-considered actions and or demonstrating/publiciz-
ing political beliefs” (Walek, 2018: 108). Adam Krawczyk gave a slightly different def-
inition. He considered the phenomenon of terrorism “the process of influence of ide-
ology (beliefs) through acts of violence (or the threat of their use) applied directly or
indirectly to various decision-making structures in order to subject them to specific be-
havior. This phenomenon often occurs together with other factors having a direct or in-
direct impact on it” (Watek, 2018: 108). According to Bruce Hoffman, “terrorism can
be considered as violence or a threat of violence that seeks to achieve or serve political
goals” (Walek, 2018: 108). According to the definition proposed by Tadeusz Hanausk,
“terrorism is a planned, organized and usually ideologically justified activity of persons
or groups aimed at forcing specific benefits, behaviors or attitudes from state authori-
ties, society or individual persons, and implemented in criminal forms calculated to in-
duce broad and the most intimidated publicity in public opinion” (Walek, 2018: 108).

The embodiment of terrorism driven by ethnic motives, ETA, was almost entirely
composed of the Basque nationalists acting in Spain. Similarly, the Real Irish Repub-
lican Army (RIRA) recruits were Irish only: “unpropertied, unmarried, young men of
middle classes, increasingly, disproportionately dominated by urban, skilled and social-
ly mobile activists” throughout the world (Nalbandov, 2013: 99). ASALA also used to
replenish its ranks among young Armenians, and so did the Kurdistan Workers’ Party
(PKK), according to Kalyvas: “it would be hard to find ethnic Turks fighting on the side
of the PKK” (Nalbandov, 2013: 99). The Narodnaya Volya and the Esers, too, were com-
posed of ethnic Russians and operated within the Russian empire only. From a tactical
standpoint, the purpose of the ‘old’ terrorism was to impose insurmountable human and
economic costs on the opponent side to force the latter to undertake the sought poli-
cy change. These goals, according to Robert Pape, were pursued by “inflict[ing] enough
pain on the opposing society to overwhelm their interest in resisting the terrorists de-
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mands and, so, to cause either the government to concede or the population to revolt
against the government [...]” (Nalbandov, 2013: 99). With this, the “old” terrorism had
limited goals to achieve: “to coerce a target government to change policy, to mobilize
additional recruits and financial support, or both” or “[...] to provoke the target into
a disproportionate response, radicalize moderates, and build support for its ambitious
goals over the long term (Nalbandov, 2013: 99)”. For instance, ASALA was pressing on
Turkey to acknowledge the Armenian Genocide and eventually wanted “[...] to estab-
lish an independent and fully sovereign Armenian state comprising of the Armenian
Soviet Republic and Turkish Armenia” without complete destruction of the Turkish Re-
public (Nalbandov, 2013: 99). The RIRA and ETA advocated for the sovereignty of their
respective ethnic groups - the Irish and the Basques - from the UK and Spain, corre-
spondingly, without complete annihilation of their enemies’ statehood or the suprana-
tional governance of the European Union. The same limited locate can be seen in the
PKK’s actions whose purpose was to gain increasing political rights for their group rep-
resentatives and “to form an independent state of Kurdistan” (Nalbandov, 2013: 99). Such
goals were, in principle, rationally achievable and showed the “behavior that benefit[ed]
not only an individual but also a group the individual feels loyal to may also be consid-
ered as rational (Nalbandov, 2013: 99).

This research will adopt a qualitative research methodology such as historical analysis
for reviewing primary and secondary sources on ASALA’ formation, ideology, and ac-
tivities, comparative case studies for examining ASALA alongside other militant groups,
and content analysis for analyzing official statements from ASALA, government reports,
and media portrayals to understand how different actors framed ASALA’ actions.

First years of ASALA

During World War I, Armenian population in Ottoman Empire tried to get independ-
ency for Armenia with the support of the Entente coalition. Young Turks party decid-
ed to close the Armenian Issue and organized mass killing of Armenian population. As
a result of these actions, approximately 1.5 million Armenians were killed. The main
motivation of actions undertaken by ASALA was to make Turkish government to rec-
ognize the Armenian Genocide in Ottoman Empire in 1915.

In the past century, Armenian political culture has been shaped by the Armenian
Revolutionary Federation (ARF), the largest nationalist party, and both outright terror-
ism and political violence have been used by the party and its major diasporan oppo-
nent, ASALA. These violent acts have had quite different targets, intentions, audienc-
es and meanings, and have occurred intermittently, in widely different locations both
in Armenia and in some other countries. The role of these acts in shaping political cul-
ture has depended on cultural contexts and interpretations which this article narrates
and explores (Toloyan, 2007).
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Between 1975 and 1988, ASALA and the armed wing of the ARE, first as the Justice
Commandos of the Armenian Genocide (JCAG), and later as the Armenian Revolu-
tionary Army (ARA), led one of the most unique terrorist movements to emerge out of
the eastern Mediterranean during the early 1970s. Their terrorists killed approximately
90 individuals and wounded hundreds more through a combination of assassinations,
bombing campaigns and violent assaults that spanned North America, Europe, the Mid-
dle East and the south Pacific and targeted ethnic Turks, assets of the Turkish govern-
ment, and Turkish business interests. Before fading in the late 1980s, ASALA and the
JCAG/ARA were linked to various militant Palestinian factions, as well as other inter-
national terrorist organizations, international narcotic trafficking, international extor-
tion rings and even to the USSR, Libya, Syria, Greece and Cyprus. In a geographical and
temporal environment where the Armenian organizations had to compete with such
groups as the Italian Red Brigades, the German Red Army Faction, the Irish Republi-
can Army, the Basque ETA, and the PLO for media exposure and government attention,
the Armenians managed extremely well. In the early 1980s, various U.S. government
officials described Armenian terrorists as the most dangerous, savage and mysterious
group in existence, and in 1981, they actually accounted for the highest number of doc-
umented international terrorist attacks in the world. ASALA and the ARF wanted first,
to force the Turkish government to acknowledge that the ethnic conflict in eastern Ana-
tolia in 1915 was an Ottoman-sponsored and directed genocide against the Armenians;
second, the reparations to the families of these victims to be paid; and third, the prov-
inces of eastern Anatolia to be returned the Armenians. Contrary to the aims and as-
pirations of the terrorists, however, Turkey’s government was not going to revise their
country’s history to adopt the Armenian version of 1915. By extension, therefore, dis-
cussions over reparations were meaningless. Finally, the prospect of violating the ter-
ritorial sovereignty of the Turkish Republic, especially along the longest NATO border
with the USSR during the height of the Cold War, was quixotic at best. Yet, Armenian
terrorism not only continued, it thrived for over a decade before abruptly fading away
in the second half of the 1980s, despite an upsurge in terrorism at the exact same time.
This essay will analyze earlier research on ASALA and AREF terrorism before summa-
rizing what can be learned from a much broader review of the sources and the context
within which Armenian terrorists operated, along with recently declassified documents
from the U.S. State Department, the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) and the Cen-
tral Intelligence Agency (CIA) (Gunn, 2014).

According to Francis Hyland, ASALA financial support during this period was ob-
tained from many different sources and came in diverse forms, including especially
funds solicited from the diaspora. The lack of any Armenian national territory meant
a lack of secure bases and reliable funding. This lack was partially remedied by seek-
ing the support and protection of other politically leftist groups, especially the Palestine
Liberation Organization (PLO), which was in effect the ASALA’s patron and organiza-
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tional model during this period. In addition, ASALA members (including Hagopian)
were connected with Fatah, the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP),
and the PKK; some ASALA members were allegedly trained in the PFLP camps. These
connections and its frequently Marxist rhetoric gave ASALA’ nationalism a decidedly
leftist tilt in the Cold War competition between the United States and the USSR (Dugan,
Huang, LaFree, 2008: 234)

ASALA was founded in 1975 by Hagop Hagopian, a Lebanese-born Armenian who
had become involved with Palestinian resistance groups in the early 1970s. Some sourc-
es claim that Hagopian was a member of the PFLP and that it helped fund the Armenian
group. Like the PFLP, ASALA was Marxist in ideology (Sullivan, 2001). ASALA started
with 6 or 7 members, and at the peak of its functioning, in the early 1980s, it may have
had about 100 active members and sympathizers. ASALAS first attack was the bomb-
ing of the World Council of Churches office in Beirut, Lebanon, in January 1975; no one
was hurt in the attack. The group’s next attack — the assassination of Oktay Cirit, the first
secretary of the Turkish embassy in Beirut, in 1976 — established assassination as its pri-
mary tactic. Throughout the late 1970s and early 1980s, ASALA perpetrated a series of
attacks on Turkish diplomats around the world; more than 30 diplomats and members
of their families were assassinated between 1975 and 1984. Another Armenian terrorist
group, the JCAG, which later became the ARA, also carried out assassinations during
that period (Sullivan, 2001). The assassination campaign attracted international atten-
tion, and by 1980, ASALA had begun to receive considerable clandestine support from
the Armenian community in the United States and Europe. Unlike JCAG/ARA, ASA-
LA carried out dozens of bombings. Between 1980 and 1982, ASALA initiated several
bombing campaigns in Switzerland and France with the aim of freeing comrades im-
prisoned in those countries; the bombings injured dozens of people, and several terror-
ists were released from prison in response. More often, however, ASALA targeted Turk-
ish institutions (CIA, 2001).

While there are multiple theories as to why Armenian terrorism faded away in the
mid-1980s, the evidence available suggests that in addition the new international polit-
ical climate brought on by the New Cold War and the subsequent collapse of commu-
nism in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union that left little room for international ter-
rorist organizations, both ASALA and the ARF experienced violent internal dissension
at the highest levels of the organizations’ leadership, right before both groups engaged
each other in a brutal street war on the streets of Beirut for political control of the Ar-
menian diaspora. By the time the ‘war’ was over, the ideological, political, logistical and
financial sources of support that had sustained the Armenian groups, and ASALA in
particular, had enjoyed disappeared over night. Even its strongest supporter, the Arme-
nian diaspora, had abandoned them for a greater cause: the liberation of the Armenian
SSR and the war with Azerbaijan over the region of Nagorno-Karabakh. Many of the
veterans of ASALA and, to a lesser extent, the JCAG/ARA who survived the internal vi-
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olence in Beirut, were eventually able to bring their violent skills to that emerging con-
flict in the Caucasus. At least one former prominent ASALA member, Monte Melko-
nian, was able to redeem himself and obtain a place reserved for only the most revered
heroes of the Armenian nation for his efforts in the Karabakh War after his death on
a Caucasian battlefield in 1993 (Gunn, 2014: 137-140).

Main actions

Inspired by the military revolutionary aura surrounding the civil war in Lebanon, Ar-
menian terrorists espoused a philosophy that is nationalistic and leftist and emphasiz-
es the need to inflict revenge on Turkey and force the world to recognize the injustic-
es done to Armenians. ASALA sought the liberation of Armenian territory in Turkey
and the Soviet Union and the reunification of these areas. ASALA activities consisted
mainly of bombings and assassinations in Europe and the Middle East. The group had
been given weapons and training by Palestinian groups in Lebanon, although the 1982
outbreak of war in Lebanon has caused it to suffer logistical problems. These problems
led to a split among the group’s members. Within the international community, ASA-
LA created a broad awareness of its goals and background. While there has been a de-
cline in the number of ASALA attacks in recent years, there is no indication that the
threat to Turkey and other countries has substantially diminished (Kurz, Merari, 1981).

Its most-devastating attacks were carried out at the Ankara Esenboga Airport in An-
kara, Turkey, on August 7, 1982, and at the Turkish Airlines counter at the Orly Airport
in France on July 15, 1983. Eighteen people were killed and more than 120 injured in
those two attacks (Sullivan, 2001). When Israel invaded Lebanon in June 1982, ASALA
was forced to flee its Beirut headquarters. That shake-up exacerbated tensions within
the group, and following the Orly Airport attack, ASALA split into two factions. One
faction, which felt that the group’s attacks on civilians were hurting its cause, labeled it-
self the ASALA Revolutionary Movement (ASALA-RM) and vowed to pursue a more
open political path. The second faction, led by Hagopian, remained committed to ter-
rorist tactics and associated itself with the Abu Nidal Organization. The split weak-
ened both groups considerably, and the number of their attacks declined drastically. In
1988, Hagopian was killed in Athens, Greece. He is believed to have been assassinat-
ed by Turkish agents. ASALA’s steady decline only accelerated after his death, and, de-
spite 1991 and 1994 attacks claimed by the group, most observers believed that by the
early 21st century the group no longer posed a threat (Sullivan, 2001). As mentioned
before, ASALAS first attack was the bombing of the World Council of Churches office
in Beirut, Lebanon, in January 1975. The main purpose of this action was to make the
council to recognize the Armenian Genocide in Ottoman Empire in 1915, as well as to
stop financing migration of Armenians from Lebanon to USA. According to the inter-
views with ASALA representatives, Turkey was interested in deporting Armenians from
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neighbouring territories. In October 1975, ASALA attacked Turkish Embassy in Paris.
Turkish ambassador, Ismail Erez, and his chauffeur Talip Yener were killed. According
to the announcement shared by ASALA members, the aim of the action was to punish
Turkey and to catch attention of European countries so that they would recognize the
Armenian Genocide in Ottoman Empire in 1915-1920 (Armenian Secret Army for the
Liberation of Armenia, 1991).

One of the famous actions, that provides arguments to consider ASALA as a terroris-
tic organization, was an attack on Orly Airport in Paris in July 1983. The bomb explod-
ed inside a suitcase at the Turkish Airlines check-in desk in the airport’s south termi-
nal, sending flames through the crowd of passengers checking in for a flight to Istanbul.
Three people were killed immediately in the blast and another five died in hospital. Four
of the victims were French, two were Turkish, one was Greek-American, and one was
Swedish. The death toll made the Orly Airport bombing the bloodiest attack in France
since the end of the Algerian War in 1962. The dead included one child. The dual na-
tional was identified as Anthony Peter Schultze, who was studying in Paris and came
to the airport to see off his Turkish fiancée. She was out of the check-in area when the
bomb exploded and was uninjured. French Prime Minister, Pierre Mauroy, came to the
airport and condemned the attack, promising to find and punish the perpetrators. Lat-
er, he visited the hospital where the most seriously injured were being treated. French
President, Francois Mitterrand, visited some of the hospitalized victims and condemned
the attack, calling it a “crime for crime’s sake” (Dionne, 1983). Ilter Turkmen, then For-
eign Minister of Turkey, stated that Armenian organizations were distorting history and
seeking justification for their bloody actions against Turkey, while showing the most ter-
rible example of genocide. He said that “those who support or tolerate terrorism should
see that they also cause harm to themselves” (The Orly Airport attack, 2008). The Orly
Airport bombing took place five days before the second Armenian World Congress was
due to open at Lausanne. According to Markar Melkonian, brother of the ASALA mem-
ber, Monte Melkonian, the real reason for the bombing was to discredit the Armenian
World Congress, since the ASALA leader felt it would benefit a rival Armenian group
in France. Shortly after the Orly Airport tragedy, French police arrested 51 suspected
ASALA militants. According to the police, all arrested came to France within one year
and had been under surveillance by intelligence forces. The police confiscated weapons
and explosives, including pistols and submachine guns. ASALA threatened with mili-
tary attacks on the French interests around the world if “the French regime continues
its method of terror and terrorism against the Armenian people” (The Orly Airport at-
tack, 2008). A few days after the French arrest of 51 Armenians in connection with the
Orly Airport bombing, ASALA bombed the Air France office and the French Embassy
in Tehran and threatened with more attacks. French police detained 29-year-old Varou-
jan Garabedian (Varadjian Garbidjian), a Syrian national of Armenian extraction, who
confessed to planting the bomb at the airport. Garabedian claimed he was the head of
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the French branch of ASALA. At the airport, Garabedian said he had too much luggage

and gave a passenger $65 to check in the bag for him. The bomb was intended to ex-

plode aboard a Turkish Airways plane en route from Paris to Istanbul, but it detonated
prematurely on a baggage ramp. Garabedian confessed that the bomb was assembled at
the home of an Armenian of Turkish nationality, Ohannes Semerci, in Villiers-le-Bel.

In Marseilles, the police later arrested another Turkish citizen of Armenian extraction,

22-year-old Nayir Soner, an electronics specialist who was suspected of assembling the

bomb. French press alleged that the French government had struck a secret deal with

ASALA in January 1982, in which there would be no further attacks on French soil in

return for French recognition that the Turks had attempted genocide against the Ar-

menians in 1915. Under the terms of the deal, ASALA members supposedly were also
granted unrestricted use of French airports, and four ASALA members charged with the
takeover of the Turkish consulate in Paris, in which a security guard was killed, were giv-
en light sentences (seven years in jail). Garabedian told the French investigators that the
violation of the secret pact by ASALA was an accident, and that the suitcase bomb was
supposed to detonate on board of the Turkish airliner, not on French soil. But the Orly

Airport attack forced the French government to crack down on ASALA (Dionne, 1983).

From 1983 to 1987, ASALA carried out several other attacks, including the following:

attack on the employee of the Turkish Embassy in Iran in 1984. Two gunmen riding

a motorcycle opened fire on Isik Yonder as he was driving his wife, Sadiye Yonder

(Turkish Embassy employee), to work. Isik Yonder was killed and ASALA claimed

responsibility;

- attack on the railway station in France in 1984. A small pipe bomb detonated at the
railway station in Lyons. A defect in the bomb prevented any injuries or fatalities.
The responsibility for the attack was claimed by ASALA;

- attack on the Grance Press in 1985. A bomb detonated in an apartment above the
office of Agence France-Presse. ASALA claimed responsibility;

- attack on the employees of the French Embassy in Lebanon in 1987. Gunmen opened
fire killing two French Embassy guards and wounding another while shopping in
East Beirut. A claimed spokesman for ASALA claimed responsibility.

After 1987, there were no other attacks carried out by ASALA, which can be in line
with the formulation of terrorism. The ASALA attack can be divided into two groups
based on their motivation. The first group consists of the attacks on the Turkish diplo-
mates meant to call attention to the problem of the Armenian Genocide in Ottoman
Empire. The second group of attacks aimed to make the Governments of France, Leba-
non and Iran release detained ASALA members. After 1988, the majority of the ASALA
members participated in Nagorno-Karabakh conflict and ASALA officially announced
that is in line with the Republic of Armenia and stops its military activities not to dam-
age its image.
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Following the Orly Airport attack, the rift in ASALA resulted in the formation of
a splinter group consisting of the members opposed to Hagopian’s leadership. They were
led by Monte Melkonian. Born in California in 1957, Melkonian graduated from the
University of California at Berkeley with a major in ancient history and archeology and
a taste for learning languages. He was a prominent ASALA member and planner of the
Van operation. In July 1983, he left ASALA to form the splinter group the ASALA-Rev-
olutionary Movement (ASALA-RM), allegedly with the aid of Ara Toranian, the lead-
er of the Paris-based Armenian National Movement. Afterwards, ASALA never again
mustered the kind of major attack represented by either the Van or the Orly Airport op-
erations. The reactions of Western audience and the diaspora to the changes in ASALA
cannot be easily separated. To a large extent, both shared similar cultural values with
regard to the justification of terrorist violence for political change. The Western reac-
tions to high-profile attacks such as the one on the Orly Airport undoubtedly had both
amoral and a material impact on connections between the diaspora community and its
support for ASALA. That is, the diaspora community’s judgment of ASALA and terror-
ism was probably affected by Western judgments, and the diaspora’s material interests
were no doubt threatened by increased Western suspicion of and hostility to Armeni-
ans (including the police attention). But while it is difficult to separate the reactions of
the West in general and the diaspora in particular, it is clear that both audiences were
increasingly uneasy with ASALA’s decision to carry out the kind of violent raid that had
occurred at the Orly Airport (Dugan, Huang, LaFree, 2008).

Conclusions

Classical terrorism is defined as criminal acts intended or calculated to provoke a state
of terror in the general public, a group of persons or particular persons for political pur-
poses that are in any circumstance unjustifiable, whatever the considerations of a polit-
ical, philosophical, ideological, racial, ethnic, religious or any other nature that may be
invoked to justify them. As discussed, the actions carried out by ASALA members were
driven by clear political motives and involved violence, leading many researchers to de-
scribe ASALA - active from 1975 to 1991 - as a terrorist organization, although Arme-
nian ideologists characterize it instead as a movement fighting for Armenia’s liberation.
From a scientific research perspective, and considering the nature and consequences of
its activities (despite the absence of active operations after 1987), the organization’s na-
tional character and politically motivated violence provide sufficient grounds to classi-
fy ASALA as a terrorist organization.
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Abstract: In order to analyze the character of Armenian Secret Army for Liberalization of Armenia and
understand if actions implemented by them can be defined as terroristic attacks, political actions or
just crimes, it is necessary to point out the aim of ASALA, its motivation and reasons given by them
for actions that took place from 1975 to 1990. ASALA was active until 1990, and this organization does
not operate nowadays. The main aim of this article is to analyze its motivation and the reasons of its
creation and explanations given for their actions and to define terroristic character of the organization.
Keywords: terrorism, ASALA, Armenian terrorism, military actions
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