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With its two World Wars and many other large scale tragedies, including a number of genocides, the twentieth century concluded as the bloodiest in human history. The end of the Cold War during its last decade also provided an opportunity for many antagonists to seek peace and reconciliation with new determination.  Even the case of one of the most intractable conflicts that had pitted “Armenians” and “Turks” against each other for almost a century was among these.  This article traces the historical transformation of the Armenian-Turkish dispute, analyzes current developments in their mode of interaction, and proposes an eventual course for reconciliation.  It argues that such a process clearly involves as historical actors the peoples and governments of Turkey and Armenia as well as the peoples and organizations of the Armenian Diaspora that existed before the latter’s independence in 1991 and has had the capability to develop its own priorities and political agenda.
Origin of the Dispute and Its Consequences

The origins of the problem can be traced back to the 19th century intersection of the ability of Europe to embark on an imperialist expansion at the expense of the Ottoman Empire, the inability of the Ottoman Empire to meet the challenges of the rising West, and the inability of the Ottoman Armenians to meet their economic and political aspirations within the Ottoman Empire.  A majority of Armenians, having lost their state in their homeland in the 11th century, had been living under Ottoman rule since the 16th century, the balance having been absorbed into the Persian and later Russian empires. Even though the Ottoman Empire undertook a series of reforms at this particular intersection, they ultimately failed to improve the conditions of rural and small town Armenian subjects or erase their unequal status within the Ottoman state dominated by Muslim Turks.

On the eve of World War I, the situation became more polarized with the advent of the ideology of nationalism.  After reform minded officials of the Committee of Union and Progress first intervened to establish constitutional rule in the empire in 1908, a handful of military minded ones among them carried out a coup to assume direct power in 1913, thereby creating a dangerous political context: this proto-nationalist group in power from among the Young Turks defined the preservation of their power and the state at all costs as their top priority and sacred duty.  They started to view and define the Armenian political parties and leadership that in general sought assistance for reforms from the Great Powers as a major threat against the Ottoman state. 

The parameters of the conflict between the Armenians and the Turks as it appears today were thus delineated in the years 1915-1917 during World War I when the Ottoman Turkish government orchestrated the deportation of most and massacre of an estimated one million Armenians from throughout Anatolia that had been their ancestral lands.  The government justified its actions then as the removal of a perceived threat against the Ottoman state.  Based on the testimonies of the victims, the eyewitness accounts of the foreigners, Western consular reports and other documentation, the world community of scholars has eventually identified and termed what happened to the Armenians as genocide.  The Republic of Turkey that succeeded the Ottoman state, however, has denied this assessment to this day and has argued instead that what occurred was a deportation instigated by the seditious behavior of the Armenian subjects of the empire against the Ottoman army defending the state.  Hence, not only does the Turkish state reject that the initial intention had been to massacre the Armenians, but it also justifies the actions that were taken by continuing to accuse the victims themselves for their subsequent destruction.

The victim’s expectation that the crime committed against it be recognized as such has instead encountered the Turkish counter-view, which places its own victimization by the Great Powers at the center of its own perception of history.  By replacing their own victimization by the Great Powers with the victimization of the Armenians that they are asked to account for, the Turkish counter-view thus makes what happened to the Armenians an almost irrelevant detail, a nuisance at best, something that should be denied, trivialized, or explained away. The mainline official Turkish position has been to do all three, at the same time.

The dispute over this historical event has had serious consequences.  Internationally, it has forced the Turkish state to spend millions of dollars over the decades and make constant political and military concessions to defend and sustain its claims; domestically, the production of historical research and information on the event has had to be tightly controlled both in the public sphere as well as in school textbooks, producing a citizenry that by and large remains ignorant of this and so many other similar events of Ottoman history.  Faced with the Turkish state denial, the Armenian Diaspora was also adversely affected.  Not only has it had to suffer through the trauma of the Genocide and the subsequent displacement, but because of this denial, it could not start to mourn and eventually heal: it has therefore had to continue living with the pain and suffering of 1915 to this day, accompanied in the meanwhile by escalating anger and hatred.  The Diaspora too has had to spend millions of dollars to prove that what happened to them was indeed genocide.  

Three generations after the historical events the battle lines have been drawn on either side of their characterization; on the level of individuals, most Armenians and Turks recognize each other through the way in which they define their identity in relation to the term genocide: while the Armenians insist on employing the term the Turks demand its rejection.  The Armenian agenda to compel others to recognize the genocide has become a principle of community organization and power legitimation.  As a consequence, energies concentrate almost exclusively on genocide recognition at the expense of many social, political and economic concerns.  For the security minded Turkish state, the fight against such recognition emerges as a significant dimension of the continued and continuously promoted “Sevres syndrome,” the fear of the intent of the world to dismember Turkey.  As a result, militaristic thinking and repressive policies dominate within the country at the expense of more democratic developments.  
A number of countries have also not refrained from utilizing this battle around genocide recognition to their own advantage whenever it fits into their agenda.  They have, for instance, employed this battle as a tool of pressure on Turkey, during her application to join the European Union or to compel her to participate in conflicts in the Middle East.  For others that do not wish to see relations between Turkey and independent Armenia normalize, the battle around genocide recognition has provided an excellent field of action within which to polarize the two sides. And it is unfortunate that for the policy-makers in Turkey, this continued international engagement in the battle around genocide recognition only serves to justify and feed into their fears and repressive policies, thereby confining their choice of actions.

This highly destructive state of affairs makes reconciliation all the more relevant and urgent for regional and international peace and stability as well as for the peoples affected. 
A Multi-Dimensional Problem

Conflicts over identity are more ferocious and therefore much harder to resolve than conflicts over interests.  And this is the case here.  Not only have the Turkish and Armenian sides constructed separate identities in contradistinction to the events of 1915-1917, but they have done so on almost exclusive separate sources of knowledge about these events in particular and the past in general.  So the problem is multi-dimensional in the sense that it is not only epistemological, but also ontological: the two sides have both constructed different versions of the past
 and also shaped different realities for themselves.

Epistomological Dimension  There are essentially three ways of reconciling differences over the past when positions have been long standing, and when each side has invested so much of its identity in its position.  One 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. This requires scholarship, intellectual integrity, and the courage to integrate what one learns into one’s own thinking and positions. It also implies painstaking efforts; it can be expedited but not forced. Its outcome may still not be imposed universally. The second way is to negotiate history. This necessitates technical skills and values that are different from those of the historian and involve finding compromises on facts, events and terminology. Such skills are taught at schools of diplomacy, business and law, and the reults can be encapsulated in a diplomatic protocol, treaty, or a formal resolution by institutional bodies, governmental or otherwise. 


Even though these two ways are and should remain conceptually separate processes, they have not been so in real life because of the stakes involved.  On the one hand, governments and institutionalized bodies are more inclined to negotiate, they do so by involing the past, and they then formulate and implement policies. Scholarship, on the other hand, has clear implications for these policies. Furthermore, scholars are not immune to the pressures brought about by their identity and environment, although one could claim that policy makers seem to have thicker skins when it comes to accepting the facts that are shown to be evident by scholars. Still, one could argue that it is as useless to argue history with a diplomat who is charged with the implementation of a policy as it is to ask a scholar who is still engaged in the dynamic process of research for policy recommendations.  
In all, it could be stated that in the Turkish-Armenian case, there is progress being made in that there is a scholarly effort  to better understand and explain the past. The second way, that is the negotiation of history in the case of the events of 1915-1917, has been rejected outright by the Armenian side.  The third way is to ‘circumvent’ history altogether, as some have advocated on the Turkish side, in the name of ‘concentrating instead on the future.’  It is interesting to note that this suggestion came directly out of the Turkish historical experience; leaders of the early Republic made a conscious decision to put the past aside to concentrate instead on building a brand-new nation-state.  Yet transformations since then within Turkey in particular and human history in general have demonstrated not only the inescapability from one’s own past, but also the dire consequences of imagining the future without a sense of the past.

It is evident that a better understanding of the past, especially understanding the relations of the Armenians with the Ottoman Turkish state before and during World War I and of the dynamics of the decision-making process of the Ottoman government in formulating its policies against the Armenians, remains important for reconciling differences in relation to the past.  Indeed, knowledge of the past has to be carefully and painstakingly researched with the intent to construct a common history.
Ontological Dimension  One needs to understand that the realities the Turks and the Armenians have constructed for themselves from the past are at the moment extremely disparate.  Indeed, an examination of the writing of Turkish and Armenian histories demonstrates how differently the two peoples have endowed their worlds with meaning: the primary focus of Turkish history, as dictated by the state and as taught in schools, is on the survival of the state; hence, the organizing principle of all Turkish history is predicated on how events and peoples ultimately impact the state.  For the Armenians, however, history has been a story of the survival not of the state, but of the people and in this particular case, of their non-survival.  The focus and organizing principle has thus been centered on the peoples rather than the state.  These two histories seem to converge only in the collision of the calamitous events of 1915-1917 at the end of which one survives and the other does not.  Given the disparity of these realities, it is not at all surprising that it has taken so long to start any dialogue and that it may still take a long time for each side to dislodge the other from its role as ‘the other.’
In the Turkish-Armenian case, the policy makers of both sides have always accepted these disparate realities as natural and have therefore never questioned their socially constructed nature.  Yet the Turkish side, and especially officials and policy makers need to realize that, regardless of how the events of 1915-1917 are characterized, there is no doubt that these events did indeed bring to an end the collective existence of the Armenian people on their ancestral homeland. The violent, abrupt and permanent break in the long history of a nation, the sheer finality of it, was apt to make the survivors feel death for generations. Indeed, the passage of time has only deepened the sense of a collective death, even when the survivors themselves were paralyzed by the personal tragedies they endured and were unable to immediately sense and articulate adequately the full extent of the tragedy. For the less traumatized progenies of the survivors in lands nearby and distant, the past is the present. Denial of the genocide is a denial of not only their past, but also their present.

Furthermore, the sustained policy of denial of that past by successive Turkish governments only infuriates the new generations of Armenians; it makes it much more difficult for them to either focus on the historical context in which these events took place or generate a desire to understand the position within which Turkish society finds itself. This is true even for those Armenians who would like to transcend the limitations imposed by a self-definition as a victim nation. The attempts by Turkish officials and official historians to equate the Armenian actions taken against Ottoman rule before World War I or against the Turkish state in the 1970’s and the 1980’s since with the policies of the Union and Progress during the war only leads the new generations to think of the Turkish state as an unreformed and hopeless entity. The more the Turkish state denies the past, the more adamant the new generations become in asserting it. That part of the collective memory tends to take over as the determinant of their identity, thereby becoming more difficult to transcend, and more important to have others recognize it. These are some of the dynamics behind why the use of the term “genocide” has become so important for the Armenian side; these immovable realities are  worth a moment of reflection on the Turkish side, setting aside the defensive wall that is best characterized as a fear of knowledge.

What the Armenian side must realize on the other hand is that, first, the Turkish position is based on willful ignorance, one that is promoted by the state for reasons that must also be understood. There is, in Turkish collective memory, an ideology of statehood and nationhood which identifies the central value of the Turkish Independence Struggle as pure and noble: no sins were committed during the process, and the noble purpose was to save the world of the Turks.  Since ideologies have a coherence that also makes them fragile, removing one stone in that foundation threatens the collapse of the whole system. Under the circumstances to integrate a sin as serious as genocide into that ideology is asking too much from a state, as well as from a people.


Second, the Armenian side must recognize that the Great Powers did in fact prey upon the Ottoman Empire; until the rise of the Independence Movement, the rivalry between Great Britain and Russia was probably the main reason why Anatolia did not suffer the same fate as Africa in their hands. So one cannot underestimate either the significance of the centrality of Great Power threat to the Ottoman state, or the role of that threat in both the rise of the modern Turkish state and the formulation of Turkish perceptions of the past.

Also, the Armenian side must note that attacking contemporary Turks personally as if they were personally the murderers of the Armenians back in 1915 only polarizes them more, especially since the Turks have no recollection of these events.  A much better approach would be to recommend books, refer them to scholars and try to first acknowledge the space within which they exist.  Another complicating factor in the Turkish context is that the terms genocide and the Holocaust are synonymous; they are both referred to as ‘soykırımı’ literally the destruction of a race, ancestry, lineage.  This uncomfortably close connection with the Holocaust also makes the recognition by the Turks more difficult.     
What Has Been Done
We propose that the path to reconciliation requires that events of the past, now turned into loaded terminologies by the antagonists, be made part of history through a historical analysis of the social actors involved in the dispute.  The dispute involves four sets of social actors: the Turkish state, the Armenian Diaspora, the Armenian State, and the Turkish people.

The Turkish and Armenian States

We will not go into detail on the development of relations between the states of Turkey and Armenia since the independence of the latter, or the lack thereof.
 Suffice it to say that both administrations that have governed Armenia since 1991 have placed no preconditions for the establishment of normal relations between the two countries while refusing to negotiate the fact of the Genocide and the responsibility of the Young Turk government in that matter. While the first administration 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 discussion, without making it a precondition for the normalization of relations.
The policy of the Turkish state, beyond denial and justification, simultaneously, has been either to circumvent the issue or to negotiate it. Prime Minister Tayyip Erdoğan’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, 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—even the novelist-- 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) the appointment to such a commission would be made by individuals with knowledge of the extant scholarship and not by governments; (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, secondly to the sensitive issue of the recognition by Armenia of the present borders as final, rather than the issue of the recognition of the Genocide, although some Turkish officials have on occasion have mentioned Armenians’ international campaign for recognition as an obstacle to the normalization of relations between the two countries.  Thus, in summary, reconciliation between the two states of Turkey and Armenia may be a necessary condition for reconciliation, but it is not a sufficient one.
The Turkish State and the Armenian People   


Reconciliation needs to take place between the Armenian people and the Turkish state.  Since Armenia did not exist as an independent state until 1991 and was bound by Soviet foreign policy, the Armenian people were represented by the Armenian Diaspora that was most active in Europe, in the Americas but especially the United States, and in the Middle East.  As the Diaspora itself was not a state, the legitimate political strategy it traditionally employed in the dispute against the Turkish state from the beginning until recently was to either get other states to recognize the Armenian genocide themselves or to get the other states to make it a precondition for Turkey to recognize the Armenian Genocide in their dealings with Turkey, as is the case with Turkey’s application for joining the European Union.  This political strategy continues to this day, but has failed to come close to producing the expected result as far changing Turkish policy is concerned.  
From the mid-1970’s to the mid-1980’s, some groups in the Diaspora also employed the illegitimate political strategy of assassinating Turkish diplomats and bombing Turkish government buildings to presumably draw world attention to the crime committed by the Turkish state and thereby force recognition.  This destructive strategy also did not produce the expected results and polarized the Turkish state elites who moved further away from recognition and reconciliation.

The third strategy was introduced after the establishment of the Armenian state in 1990 whereby the Ter-Petrossian administration decided to relegate the dispute over Genocide recognition to historical argumentation and thus not make it a precondition for establishing relations with Turkey, to the chagrin of some Armenian groups in Armenia but largely in the Diaspora.  It was conjectured that such a move would change the terms of the debate and enable both countries to discuss their other significant priorities the execution of which would then ease recognition.  Yet the emergence of the Nagorno Karabakh conflict prevented the initial development of this strategy and when the Turkish Prime Minister Tayyip Erdoğan recently adopted the same strategy, the Armenian President Kocharian did not accept his terms.  Hence, this strategy too has not produced results.

Armenian People and Turkish People   


The current stage marks the involvement of dialogue efforts in different formats among the peoples themselves.   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, however, 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 the mutual visits of journalists and public interests groups that continue to meet 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 often tiptoed around. By and large useful, such efforts are best characterized, nonetheless, as negotiations between journalists and the public, 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? Would provisions of such instruments with regard to the liabilities apply to present day Turkey if the answer to the first question were 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, and to the second was negative. 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 United States, 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 either. TARC therefore 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 twelve 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 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 seem useful from a technical point of view, but it was bankrupt intellectually when designed to support official and politicized positions.

The Workshop for Armenian and Turkish Scholarship (WATS) has taken a very different, less ambitious and informal approach.
 It has been 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 a common language and historical framework can be established; a language and framework within which the events in question could be looked at as part of a historical process 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 five times since its inception. The first was held at the University of Chicago in 2000, 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, adopted modest goals, and yet based its proceedings on intellectual integrity, it has been able not only to survive but also to 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 continue and expand their efforts simply because they 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.


Partly as a consequence of the WATS process, a number of Turkish intellectuals have started to recognize the Genocide and/or publicly apologize to the Armenians.  These gestures are significant as a social movement demonstrating the change in Turkish society.  Their actions also signify that the Turkish state control over the knowledge about what happened in 1915-1917 is also breaking down within Turkish society itself.  In 2005, a number of scholars undertook the first ever all-Turkish conference held in Istanbul in September that introduced non-official interpretations of the history of Turkish/Armenian relations. Although some members of the government and segments of civil society opposed the convening of the conference and were even able to compel a postponement through the courts, others thought the time had come to permit an open forum. As this movement expands within Turkey and Turkish society starts to learn about and confront its own past, it is bound to pressure its elected representatives to do the same.  Hence, the recognition by the Turkish state would come about as a consequence of these dialogues between the Armenian and Turkish peoples.    
A group of American, Turkish and Armenian scholars and intellectuals have undertaken the most recent attempt aiming directly at reconciliation, once more involving a number of WATS activists. This new workshop, based in Boston, has so far held one meeting, in June 2006, and is still at its intial stages of organization and self-definition. 
What Should Reconciliation Entail?


Ultimately, reconciliation in this matter rests with the Turkish state: it must first reconcile with its own past, above all for the sake of its own democratization process, as a sign that it is ready to join the world of modern states that are capable of dealing with the mistakes of the past, to free itself and its citizens from the burden of distorting or defending an indefensible historical act, to overcome its conflict with Armenians throughout the world and as further evidence of its readiness to accept the Republic of Armenia as a neighbor by shedding its woeful defense of criminal behavior by its predecessor state. Turkey and the Turkish people will be seen as a self confident state and a mature nation when its government is capable of such an act.
How Could Reconciliation Become Possible?

The crime against the Armenians in 1915-1917 was committed by the Young Turk government of the Ottoman state.  Then, not only did many members of this government proceed to establish the Turkish Republic, but they also went unpunished for the atrocities they perpetrated against the Armenians.  As the crime was committed by the state, it has to be once more the Turkish state that needs to recognize the crime: hence the reconciliation needs to take place at the level of the Turkish state, accompanied by scholarly and civic initiatives that would provide the necessary support for the understanding of the historical events in both societies and that would eventually prepare them for the ultimate reconciliation, that of between the peoples.

The Turkish state can bring about reconciliation through the simple though admittedly difficult act of the recognition of the crime as now accepted by most of the international community and scholars as well as a growing number of its own citizens. Such an act can take one of two forms:  As the elected body of the people, the Turkish Parliament can pass a resolution recognizing the 1915-1917 events as genocide.  Or, as one of the highest elected officials of the country--the Turkish president, prime minister, or the speaker of the Parliament-- can travel to the Genocide Monument in Yerevan, Armenia, to lay a wreath honoring the memory of the victims of the Genocide.


Such an act would be followed by correcting history textbooks, a massive and possibly joint effort with Armenia and the Diaspora to repair and preserve Armenian monuments, and by adjustments in other areas where the state has interfered in the past in its campaign of denial.

We conjecture that the majority of the Armenians would be relieved by such recognition to gradually reach reconciliation. It should be noted, however, that this majority is not necessarily the organized majority. For some Armenian political parties, such recognition will not be sufficient to end the dispute, since they regard it as the basis on which to start negotiating for reparations, including territorial ones.  Even though there are many disparate views among these parties and other lobbying groups and party members constitute a tiny minority within the Armenian population worldwide, on the question of recognition they are in agreement and represent the view of the absolute majority of Armenians. It is difficult to argue that the current consensus in face of Turkey’s denial policy will hold should Turkey recognize the Genocide. While some of these organizations will probably continue in their demands, the issue that touches, pains, and angers every Armenian and is non-negotiable will have been resolved. What are likely to remain are more of the political debate rather than the human and moral dimensions of the conflict. President Kocharian has stated that the Republic of Armenia has no legal basis for territorial demands from Turkey and ultimately this position would prevail. For this reason, the Armenian State needs to be closely involved in the recognition and eventual reconciliation process.
Ann Arbor, Michigan
�   See Fatma Müge Göçek “Reading Genocide: Turkish Historiography on the Armenian Deportations and Massacres of 1915.”  Pp. 101-127 in Middle East Historiographies: Narrating the Twentieth Century.  I. Gershoni, A. Singer and H. Erdem, editors.  London: I.B. Tauris: 2006.  


� See Gerard J. Libaridian, Ermenilerin Devletleşme Sınavı, İletişim, İstanbul, 2001, and especially Chapter 12 of Modern Armenia. People, Nation, State, Transaction Books, New Jersey, 2004, by same author.


� See David E. Phillips, Unsilencing the Past: Track Two Diplomacy and Turkish-Armenian Reconciliation, 2005.


� The Workshop was initiated by a group of scholars at the University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, and is currently organized by Professors Fatma Müge Göçek, Ronald G. Suny, and Gerard Libaridian.


� A volume representing papers presented at the Workshop is being currently prepared for publication. The organizers are also aiming at making all papers available by electronic means.
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