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The past dominates the general perception of Turkish-Armenian relations. At least it appears so. It dominates because it ended tragically in the Ottoman Empire and because we have perceived it in more ways than one and invested so much in each. The question is: Can we take responsibility for the way in which we have recreated that, just as it has created us. And, What is to be done with two different, disparate and more often than not conflicting perceptions of the past, when there is willingness to transcend it? 
For the Armenian side, the difference can be resolved if and when the Turkish side acknowledges the Genocide perpetrated by the Young Turk government during World War I. This expectation of the victim has encountered the Turkish view, which places its own victimization by the Great Powers at the center of its own perception of history, a perception that makes what happened to Armenians an almost irrelevant detail, a nuisance at best, and that should be denied, trivialized, or explained away. The mainline Turkish position has been to do all three, at the same time.

There are, essentially, three ways of reconciling differences when positions have been long standing and when each side has invested so much of its identity in its position. We know that identity wars are more ferocious than interest wars. A first way is to better understand the past and, equally if not more importantly in the initial stage, to understand better the reasons for the other’s position. The second way is to negotiate history. The first requires scholarship, intellectual integrity, and the courage to integrate what one learns into one’s thinking and positions. The second requires technical skills taught at diplomatic, business and law schools . The first implies painstaking efforts; it can be expedited but not forced. Its outcome may still not be imposed universally. The second can be encapsulated in a diplomatic protocol, treaty, or a formal resolution by institutional political bodies, governmental or otherwise. 

These two are, conceptually, separate processes; but in real life, given the stakes, they have not been. After all, governments and institutionalized bodies formulate and implement policies; they are more inclined to negotiate; and they do so by invoking the past. Scholarship, on the other hand, has clear implications for policies. Furthermore, scholars are not immune to their identity and environment, although policy makers seem to have thicker skins when it comes to accepting facts shown to be evident by scholars. It is as useless to argue history with a diplomat charged with the implementation of a policy as it is to ask a scholar engaged in a dynamic process of discovery for policy recommendations.
The third way is to circumvent history altogether.

The processes in Turkish-Armenian relations under way since Armenia’s independence reflect this confusion. Governments have acted as advocates of history; and scholars have sometimes, consciously or otherwise, tailored their history in a way that supports policy—governmental or otherwise.
Yet the two processes must be separated, if either is to be effective, given the specifics of this particular conflict. While in some cases conflicts are best handled through murkiness, this is not one of them. Policy and scholarship must retain their integrity if, at the end, one is to be helpful to the other.
I will not go into detail on the development of relations between the states of Armenia and Turkey since 1991 or the lack thereof.
 Suffice it to say that the Armenia side under both presidents has generally refused to negotiate the fact of the Genocide and the responsibility of the Young Turk government in that matter; but it also has not made Turkey’s recognition of the past as a precondition for the establishment of normal relations between the two countries. While the first administration of independent Armenia under President Levon Ter-Petrossian thought the conflict on history too deep seated and delicate to be settled in discussions on an official level, President Robert Kocharian’s administration has officially raised the issue as a matter of concern. 
The policy of the Turkish state, beyond denial, has been either to circumvent the issue or to negotiate it. Prime Minister Racip Erdogan’s recent proposal to form a commission of independent experts that could determine history appears to offer a step forward. There have also been calls by Turkish officials to “leave history to historians,” Yet, in essence, the Turkish state has made the writing of history a very risky business, to say the least, for Turkish historians to explore the past unless they are certain that the historian will use his or her craft to confirm the state’s official policy on the subject. Instead of following its own advice and leaving historians to do their job and even facilitate it for all interested, the Turkish state has tried to manage the historical research and reflection process. While a commission of experts may be an acceptable path to resolve this conflict, it cannot replace the ongoing work of social scientists. It is evident that the appointments to such a commission will itself become subject to intense negotiations as a prelude to possible negotiations within the Commission on wordings and nuances on a decision that has implications for policy. The Prime Minister’s proposal would have been more credible and useful if he had assured all concerned that (1) appointment to such a commission would be made by individuals with knowledge of the extant scholarship and not states; (2) the Turkish state would not interfere in the work of the commission; (3) the Turkish state was ready to accept the conclusions of the commission even if the conclusions were contrary to Turkey’s policy  on the subject; and, (4) the Turkish state lifted all legal and administrative obstacles to the study and discussion of the subject in Turkey and for Turkish scholars.
Nonetheless, the absence of diplomatic relations between Turkey and Armenia is primarily related to the conflict in Nagorno Karabakh and domestic political considerations on both sides rather than the issue of the recognition of the Genocide.

Evidently there have been many more developments outside the official sphere. 

These are as important, given the stalemate on state-to-state relations, and business is the first to raise its head. Beginning in 1993 the two governments encouraged businessmen in the two countries to explore areas of cooperation and trade. In the early days following independence and in view of the policy of the first administration, the most imaginative proposal came from a Turkish industrialist and entrepreneur and an American-Armenian real estate magnate and philanthropist, to rebuild the Turkish port of Trabzon as a gateway to Armenia. The proposal died due to the lack of a positive conclusion in the negotiations between the two countries to establish diplomatic relations as well the noisy objections made by some quarters in both countries. Within the same framework, contacts were established between the local governments of Kars and Gyumri on the two sides of the border, with the support of the local populations that realized the mutual benefits of open borders and trade. Here too the efforts were stalled due to the absence of normalization of relations. Despite these failures, contacts between businessmen have continued, so far producing only small trade, mainly though Georgia. The general idea was formalized within the Turkish Armenian Business Council that has remained active in promoting the value of trade and business relations.

In these cases, the approach was to circumvent the past and focus on the present.

The situation is more difficult for mutual visits be and contacts between journalists and public interests groups that continue to visit each other, however sporadically, with the hope of making each people know the other better—in effect re-humanize them for each other—and promoting a better understanding of the other’s position and problems. Yet journalists write for their readers and must fight against hardened positions. If not circumvented, the Genocide issue is more often than not tiptoed around. By and large useful, such efforts are best characterized, nonetheless, as negotiations between journalists and public opinion, if not the authorities.

The best known project in the public sphere was the Turkish Armenian Reconciliation Commission (TARC). TARC was established in 2001 as an independent group but with the approval, if not engagement, of the two governments to deal with the whole range of issues of common interest, including differences in perceptions of history. The idea of a joint commission was originally and informally proposed in 1992, the first year of official negotiations, with a very different mandate and constitution in mind. TARC’s mandate was wider—it aimed at reconciliation on the basis of current mutual interests-- and less focused.


TARC had five Turkish members, four of them former diplomats with strong ties to the state; the fifth was an academic. The four Armenian members of the group included a former Minister of Foreign Affairs, an advisor to the current Minister of Foreign Affairs with academic credentials, a Russian-Armenian political scientist, and an American Armenian lawyer active in community affairs. The project had the support of the US Department of State but its formation invited the wrath of various groups in both countries and in the Diaspora. Nonetheless, the Commission met a number of times and agreed that normalization of relations between the two countries was in the interest of both, that cultural, economic, and other ties should be encouraged. On the thorniest problem of the Genocide, in 2002 TARC agreed to ask the New York based International Center for Transitional Justice (ICTJ) to provide a legal opinion on two questions:  Did the events of 1915-1917 constitute genocide under the UN Convention on the Prevention of Genocide and other international instruments; and whether the provisions of such instruments with regard to the liabilities apply to present day Turkey if the answer to the first question is positive. ICTJ subcontracted the study to independent legal specialists whose research, including hearings by leading members of TARC, concluded that the answer to the first was positive; it was negative as far as the second question was concerned. TARC, which already suffered from a number of conceptual and structural problems and opposition by some within both Turkey and Armenia, imploded. It was dissolved in 2004.
 

While formally a non-governmental unit, TARC was supported by a government that matters, the US, and sanctioned by the governments of Turkey and Armenia which more or less designated its members. Its intentions were to emphasize the recognition by both sides that the normalization of relations was beneficial to both countries. TARC’s mandate was murky, which also indicated flexibility on whether they would circumvent the issue of the Genocide, face it head on, or find some other way of dealing with in a manner that made possible for it to continue its main objective of promoting the idea of normalization of relations. It could not do the first if it was to have an impact on public opinion; it had no scholarly capability within its members to take on the issue. TARC opted for the third way by agreeing to seek a legal rather than historical opinion. Even a split decision did not save the effort.

An effort was made in France to focus on the present and the future and promote reconciliation through cultural activities. The Forum for Rapprochement between Armenians and Turks (FRAT) was founded in 2003 by 12 well intentioned individuals, ethnic Turks, Armenians and French citizens. The effort floundered under public pressure before it could even hold a single event. Goodwill was not sufficient.
The Workshop for Armenian and Turkish Scholarship (WATS) has taken a very different, less ambitious and informal approach.
 It has so informal that the endeavor did not even have a name until four years after its conception. 

WATS was initiated in 2000 to see if common language and historical framework can be established; a language and framework within which the events in question could be looked at as a historical phenomenon and dealt with as objectively as possible by scholars whose intellectual integrity and scholarly rigor are more important than their ethnic background. The project is independent of any government and its gatherings are supported by academic institutions and individuals.


The Workshop has met three times since its inception and will have completed its fourth by the time this article goes to print. The first was held at the University of Chicago, the second at the University of Michigan in 2002, and the third at the University of Minnesota in 2003. Involving at first a dozen or so Turkish, Armenian, and Western scholars, the total number of those engaged in the process is now close to 200, but no more than 50 participants and any time, including a few observers. It has attracted many on both sides who at first objected to the process or were reluctant to participate. There were some elements among Turks and Armenians in this case too who found cause to oppose the project, arguing that their respective positions “could not be negotiated.”


The point about WATS is that the process is based on research and exploration of themes, regardless of the position taken by any participant on the characterization of events. The Workshop consists of formal papers on specific themes related to the waning decades of the Ottoman, on Ottoman-Armenian relations preceding, during, and following the First World War as well as on comparative studies, followed by discussions. From its tense beginnings, the Workshop project has now matured to a healthy interchange that inspires new research and focuses on causes and consequences of events. The impact of the Workshop on the understanding and interpretation of the history of Turkish-Armenian relations and eventually on public perceptions of the past in Turkey, Armenia, and the Turkish and Armenian Diasporas will be slow but significant.

Rather than reconciliation—a worthwhile goal in itself—WATS seeks a thorough understanding of the past, without which reconciliation can be achieved only either through circumvention or negotiation. The understanding it seeks transcends the battles over facts and figures. Because it acted on clear distinctions between goodwill, policy, and scholarship and its modest goals but clear view of intellectual integrity, it has been able not only to survive but also reach out. Unlike some of the other projects that have sought or were inspired by official concerns, the organizers of WATS believe that the best thing governments can do to help in this process is to leave them alone to pursue the modest yet well grounded goals they have set for themselves. And unlike others that buckled under the pressure due to the initial, reflexive reactions from certain segments from both sides, those involved in the WATS process have been able to sustain and expand their efforts simply because there were sustained by the clarity of thought and moral courage of individual scholars who care about the past, the present and the future in a different way.
The question is not whether a project is scholarly or not. The Vienna Roundtable was an equally worthwhile project started a few years ago that involved Turkish and Armenian academics. It proposed to develop a dialogue on the basis of exchanges between the two groups of documents which each group would determine and provide the other, each set of documents ostensibly proving the position of the provider: one proving the Genocide, the other proving it a false allegation. As valuable as documents may be, such a basis for a dialogue must still be construed as negotiations. History entails much more than a given number of documents, especially documents being selected by each “side.” The project may be valid from and academic point of view but bankrupt intellectually when designed to support official and politicized positions.

Goodwill, a general disposition shared by the Turkish and Armenian governments and a respectable segments of both peoples, has not been sufficient for any of the efforts. For some on both sides, is even treasonous to manifest goodwill.
The re-imaging of history requires a shared understanding of the larger historical processes, an understanding of environment within which both “sides” were functioning, and the foundations of the reasons why differences turned into conflict and why a particular regime took the decisions it took, even if such decisions on one side led to the expulsion of the other by the extermination of a majority of its members.
Obviously, the scholarly process based on intellectual integrity is not the only basis of contacts between the sides. And the approach adopted by WATS is not the only way to tackle intellectually the processes underlying the conflict. WATS itself is likely to spawn mini-projects to test its own assumptions and progress. Much more needs to be done and has been done; even those attempts that have failed have contributed to the acceptance of a non-official dialogue as a legitimate undertaking and to the understanding that reconciliation is not a formal contract, at least not in this case. 
But it is clear that without the proper intellectual underpinnings and intense labor on the level of scholarship and people  and without the clarity of thought that separates policy from free and non-monopolistic attitudes we are not likely to achieve genuine reconciliation of the two peoples, a reconciliation that will free them from so many vulnerabilities. 
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