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On May 29th, adressing a group of academics, journalists and civil society representatives, Dr. Gerard Libaridian made a presentation on the political situation in Armenia and the Turkish-Armenian relations. The session took place at TESEV, between 18:30 and 20:30.  

Dr. Libaridian believes that the fundamental choice Armenia faced as an independent state was either to become an independent actor active in regional development and integrated in the international community or maintain an outlook that regards a "Russian orientation" essential for its survival and security. Relations with Turkey, in this context, constitute an essential component. Normalized relations with Turkey make the first choice possible; while the absence of such relations make the second inevitable.

He also believes that the problem in Armenia today is that strategic thinking, as to where Armenia sees itself or wants to be in the medium and long term, is not taking place in Armenia, and therefore foreign policy decisions are based on tactical considerations serving short term goals. 

Dr. Libaridian expressed his view that the politics of Genocide recognition and the Nagorno-Karabagh conflict are intertwined in terms of the conceptualization of foreign policy, and that the key to Armenia’s development, economically and politically, rests in the resolution of these issues and the concomitant normalization of relations with Turkey.   

A summary analysis of Dr. Libaridian's presentation and his responses to the questions posed by the participants are as follows: 

Traditional Armenian thinking, supported by Soviet historiography and even Diaspora thinking, focused on the question of Armenia's security vis a vis Turkey, a state that refused to recognize th Genocide. This refusal strengthened the view that Turkey is unrepentant and an unrepentant Turkey can only be seen as the eternal enemy of Armenia and Armenians, likely to repeat the offenses of the past. For some, normalization of relations with Turkey was also paralleled by territorial demands. Genocide recognition politics are pursued as an extension of this mentality. 

The question of Genocide recognition has domestic and international dimensions above and beyond its historical aspects.

The first President Levon Ter-Petrosian and the Armenian National Movement attempted to institute a change in this political discourse. He proposed to view Turkey as a neighbor and normalize relations with it without preconditions. Though the Armenian people were inclined to accept this new way of looking at Armenia and its future, and the majority of the Diaspora understood it, some political parties, elites and interest groups opposed it strongly.  And while much progress was made toward improving the atmosphere, Turkey linked the normalization of relations with Armenia to the negotiations in the Nagorno Karabagh conflict and effectively made its own policy toward Armenia hostage to Azerbaijani intransigence.

Turkey’s nonrecognition of the Genocide contributes to the view that Turkey is a threat, and this makes Armenia feel it must seek its security in an alliance with Russia. This impacts Armenia’s view of its relations with Russia and becomes part of other countries' politics towards the Caucasus region. 

The Karabagh Movement began in 1988, when both Armenia and Azerbaijan were part of the single state of USSR and aimed at the peaceful unification of Nagorno Karabagh with Armenia. Very soon, however, it evolved into a drive for national renewal and, eventually, independence; the quest for unification was replaced by the principle of self-determination for Karabagh Armenians as far as the first administration of independent Armenia was concerned.  For many, nonetheless, the move toward unification was placed in the context of traditional thinking: re-creation of historic Armenia, including historic Armenian lands in Turkey. The latter automatically brought forth the relevance of Genocide recognition. Additionally, the survival and security issues related to the Karabagh problem made Genocide and its recognition an integral part of conflict resolution as Turkey supported Azerbaijan in more ways than one, as Azerbaijan unwisely joined Turkey in denying the Genocide,  and as the Azerbaijanis problem became less distinguishable from the Turkish one.

Had Turkey overcome its own reflexive, ethnic based politics and normalized relations with Armenia, or had Ter-Petrosian been able to resolve the Karabagh conflict and Turkey had followed with normalization, the Genocide issue would have remained, for the most part, a historical and moral issue and Armenian security strategy would have had options.  

Kocharian, succeeding Ter-Petrosian as President of Armenia in early1998, functioned with different assumptions regarding the role of Genocide recognition, the Diaspora agenda, and the role of the conflict in the absence of significant investments in Armenia as they relate to conflict resolution and relations with Turkey.

Diasporans thought that, unlike Ter-Petrossian, Kocharian had adopted their agenda when the latter placed the issue of Genocide recognition on the foreign policy agenda of Armenia. At the same time Kocharian has stated that recognition of the Genocide is not a precondition for relations with Turkey and, more ominously for many, he argued that there are no legal grounds for Armenia to demand territories from Turkey. Many are wondering whether currently Yerevan has a clear policy regarding Turkish-Armenian relations just as others are wondering whether Turkey has a consistent policy regarding Armenia. On the one hand Turkey has endorsed the idea of a dialogue with Armenians regarding the Genocide, while leaving the impression that it may want to use such a dialogue as a diversionary tactic.

At this point what is needed is an intellectually honest dialogue between Armenians and Turks, one that must encompass the whole range of issues which our common history and neighborly future engender.

Meanwhile, politics in Armenia has been going through some difficult times. The level of the quality of debate has suffered. It is doubtful that the country has still overcome the shock of October 1999 assassinations or that those who have replaced the victims of that carnage have come close to inspiring the credibility and confidence of those killed. Leadership in the executive leaves the impression of centralized, individual decisions rather than teamwork. In addition, it is difficult to understand which parties are pro government, and which ones are in the opposition; many of the leaders of parties have been coopted into the administration without the parties they lead assuming political responsibility for the policies of the government. The level of legislative activitiy and production have been lower and the role of Parliament as a balancing force is reduced. There is progress in developing the infrastructure for the professionalization of the judiciary; it is still early, however, to speak of an independent judiciary. 

Turkey and Turkish society, in turn, are facing their own sets of formidable challenges. The challenge for all at the present is how to minimize the temptation on both sides to project small political interests into th debate on larger issues of interest.

There are reasons to be pessimistic, in the short term at least,  about the resolution of the Karabagh dispute. In the recent Key West talks a set of points to be part of the package deal for resolution were agreed upon and these points were to constitute the basis of the next proposal the Minsk group co-chairs would present to the presidents of Armenia and Azerbaijan in Geneva in mid June. The process has disintegrated since, it seems, after the Minsk Group co-chairs’ preparatory discussions with the Armenian and Azerbaijani sides. The Geneva talks have been posponed with no new date being offered. Obviously the co-chairmen's draft based on the principles discussed at Key West was altogether not acceptable to one or both sides of the negotiations. 

To look on the bright side, Armenians in Armenia are likely to accept a logical peace agreement if it is explained in depth to them in terms of the benefits that will come about. The problem is more the elites and interest groups. The two extremes on the political spectrum, the nationalists and the Communists have never achieved 10 percent each of the popular votes in Armenia. Similiarly, a majority of the Diaspora does not buy into the radical views of the well-organized minority regarding the Karabagh issue. The problem is that this majority is not well-organized or interested to the same degree as those who advocate hardline policies. Once placed in a decision making position, in reality or imaginatively, almost all Armenians understand that concessions must be made and that ultimately hardline positions must be replaced with circumspection and flexibility.  

The South Caucasian republics share some very fundamental problems that are rooted in mentality and require resolutions for real development. The three countries do not know each other and see each other in prescribed formulas left over from the Soviet times. They have little understanding and low communication levels among themselves and no real agenda. In all three countries, the governments are trying to be international while domestic agendas are inward looking and political discourse nationalistic. This will make foreign policy making more difficult in the future.  

Another major problem in the region is that politics has been reduced to politics of succession and all disputes and developments are viewed in this light. The three leaders of the South Caucasus have lost leadership ability and legitimacy in the last few years, with Aliyev still likely to have the most domestic control. Interest groups are able to block progress at the state level; engaging them in meaningful dialogue is complicated because they have much the means to resist and stick to their line. 

A conclusion that can be derived from the discussion session with Dr. Libaridian is that effective circles in Armenia must realize that Armenian-Turkish relations must be normalized for Armenia to become a world actor with options. For this, a mutually agreeable peace agreement with Azerbaijan, involving concessions, must be sought and pursued. Beyond this, dialogue with Turkey needs to go beyond genocide politics, and genocide politics needs to be seperated from foreign politics, at the international and regional level. The overall mentality shift in Armenia needs, of course, to be paralleled by changes in attitudes in Azerbaijan and Turkey, if neighborly relations are to be wide and deep. Ultimately, this is the only hope for sustained development in the Caucasus. 
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