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The debate on Turkish-Armenian relations has been defined by disagreements on the characterization, the facts and figures, and the intentionality of the catastrophe of 1915-1917. While that debate will continue for some time yet, particularly in the arena of the politics of Genocide recognition, it is clear that we must now move beyond these issues that are becoming less and less controversial.

The Genocide of the Armenians is already being placed clearly in the context of Ottoman and Turkish history, as opposed to the separate histories that were written, one for Turks and one for Armenians, as if the two met only for one to victimize the other. What preceded it must come to light. 
Here are some of the questions we should be asking today?

1. How do we reconcile and integrate the isolated and antagonistic histories of two peoples who lived on the same land, within the same state?
History is rarely made by conflicts between peoples whose members identify themselves by and act exclusively on the basis of their ethnicity. The writing of history has often been tainted by such an approach. 

2. Where were Armenians in the political spectrum of the Ottoman reform movement?

There is no question that the Ottoman Empire was a state in serious trouble and that there were many attempts to introduce reforms to save it. The economic and social conditions of Armenians in the Eastern provinces of the Empire were one of the problems; Armenian political parties of different stripes as well as the Armenian Church were also among those who offered solutions to the problems of the ailing Empire. 

If we are writing history, we must bring in Armenians as actors of that history. What did those who spoke on behalf of Armenians, in fact, want and propose? How did they pursue their goals?

We must look at the shifting strategies of guerrilla warfare, participation in the Turkish reform movements and the Young Turk revolution and appeals for Great Power intervention as part of the dynamic process preceding WWI.

3. In view of the above, what models should be brought into play, when the victim/victimizer paradigm fails to explain history? What was the conflict about? A number of models come to mind to understand the nature of Turkish-Armenian relations during the decades before :
A. State versus society. In this context, “Turks” would mean the Turkish state, “Armenians” would mean a segment of Ottoman society. At the end, “reforms” for the first meant steps to strengthen the state, increasingly understood in terms of its Turkishness; for the latter reforms meant improvements in the lot of an oppressed and impoverished segment of society. The state was an end in itself for the first, a means to resolve societal problems for the second. Authoritarianism was natural for the first—experimentation with democracy being seen by them as failures, while representative government was the demand by the second.
B. Center versus periphery. This paradigm would emphasize the difference in the mindsets and interests of leaders in the capital versus those of Armenians in the provinces.
C. Revolutionaries versus establishment. Here the logic of Armenian revolutionary parties—frustrated by the failure of other avenues of reform—would be pitted against those of an old Ottoman aristocracy and a rigid bureaucracy.
Armenian political parties promoted a set of reforms that constituted a “radical” program and used guerrilla tactics—among others-- to pursue them. They also tried to create grass roots organizations also had the support of some segment of the Armenian population.
D. Federalists versus supporters of a unitary state. Increasingly federalism appeared as the ideal for the Armenian political forces, while the dominant Turkish group insisted on a unitary state and looked upon federalism as a recipe for disaster.
E. Social Darwinism versus the Enlightenment program. At the end, what the ruling Turkish elite found attractive in Western philosophy—the natural right of the strong to dispose of the weak—was quite different then what Armenian rationalists did—a belief system within which could be defined the need for progress and equality.
These various paradigms are valid at different times, often intersect, and complement each other. But taken together, they offer new perspectives on a rather complex set of Turkish Armenian relations before the Genocide, and a more likely context within which the two histories could be reconciled.
Equally important, these paradigms make possible for the historian to account for the social and political conflicts within the Armenian people:  those who, relatively secure in their economic and social well being and opposed any action against the state—well organized in the capital-- versus those who thought inaction would inevitably lead to disintegration of the economic basis and eventually of the “people” living in historic Armenia. 

The new perspective will also enable us to distinguish between the Turkish elites and the Turkish people. A false sense of identification with the religion and/or ethnicity of the ruling elite might explain the absence of popular social and anti-regime movements among the Turkish population. But the latter must be considered as a separate category from those who relied on a state-centered ideology within which ethnic and political diversity was seen as a virus that must be removed surgically.
The crisis at the end of the 19th and early 20th century had at its core, as far as “Turks” were concerned, the survival of the state against Great Power encroachments and the maintenance of power by the elites; for “Armenians” the crisis consisted of the threat of disintegration of Armenian communities in the Armenian or Eastern provinces. While the influx of Muslim refugees from the Balkan and Russian wars was a clear cause for alarm as could be, there were two other factors that eroded the basis of community existence, both related to the economy in the region.

The first such factor was the change in Ottoman policy to collect taxes in cash rather than in kind. While the monetization of taxation may be seen as a progressive step in state modernization, for the peasantry the decision was a recipe for disaster. The rural economy rarely used cash. The Agricultural Banks where farmers could mortgage their properties established by the state to solve the problem turned, in practice, into mechanisms of dispossession. The influx of industrial production from Europe was the other factor. Home industries that sustained large numbers of families throughout the region were destroyed. Armenians were the segment of the population that suffered most. Most “Armenian” capital had left for Europe or the safer coastal towns. 

Peasants and craftsmen, now property-less or without the ability to compete, left their villages and towns looking for employment in Istanbul, Eastern Europe, or the United States, a trend accelerated after the 1894-1896 massacres. Foreign travelers recorded visiting villages where one could hardly see a young man. And reports of an economy—and an economic work force—in shambles are the most common and poignant pieces to adorn the pages of the Armenian revolutionary press. The Dashnaktsutiun and Hnchakian party, heirs to the Russian narodniki and thus most sensitive to the crises plaguing the peasantry, were sensitized to the “Armenian Question” by the growing danger that these factors posed, regardless of the Russian strategic interest in the region that allowed Russian Armenians to focus on the discontent there for its own purposes.
In other words, we must ascribe some specific historical content to the terms “Turks” and “Armenians,” and not assume that we all know and agree what these terms mean or what they indicate as actors in history. We must particularly be weary of the term “nationalism,” whether applied to Armenian or Turkish cases. We must remember that what explains everything explains nothing.
Even a dissection of the two “nationalisms” cannot adequately explain the Turkish-Armenian conundrum. We must ask ourselves the question, Why did the 1908 Young Turk Revolution, the most promising moment in Turkish-Armenian relations when the interests and solutions of the two overlapped as never before, fail? What were the roles of the Great Powers and the Balkan Wars in this matter? What was the role of the European powers, separately and as the “Great Powers,” in the mutual perceptions of Armenians and Turks and in their perception of that role in their future and the future character of the Ottoman state?

Whatever the answers to these questions—discomfiting for some--, one cannot understand relations between Turks and Armenians as if these were autonomous or unaffected by what the most important group of countries in the world, the Great powers, were inflicting on the Ottoman Empire and on the Armenian people.
Ultimately, Turkish-Armenian relations will be fully understood when we consider a triangle at work, and not just Turks and Armenians or their nationalisms. In so many ways those nationalisms were responses to fears and hopes inspired, as well as hard realities forced upon the two first by the Great Powers. But the key is to appreciate the dual and contradictory nature of each of the three:

1. The Ottoman state as victim of Great Powers imperialism, Balkan (wars) and victimizer of segments of its subjects conscious of their victimization and reaching out for change.
2. The Great Powers as the imperialist camp that victimizes the Ottoman Empire and as source of inspiration of ideas of progress, egalitarianism, representative government that touches the Ottoman elite but inspires the subject groups, especially Armenians.

3. Armenians as victims of state repression, discrimination, and threatened with the loss of historically defined communal existence and as a vehicle for imperialists to pursue their own imperial goals. 

It is the interaction of the dual characters of each entity that may explain not only the deepening conflict by the time we reach WWI but also the writing of separate histories. “Turkish history is based on their first predicament. So is “Armenian” history. Hence Europe is thus partially responsible for the creation of the environment within which a potentially genocidal situation evolved, given the repressive and destructive character of the Ottoman state and those who placed the survival of the state above the survival of the people, on the one hand, and those who fought for society’s rights and placed their hopes on the Great Powers, on the other.  
This is not to question the sincerity of many Europeans of the time, especially socialists, who genuinely cared for some ideals and for repressed peoples and to whom Armenian socialists eventually reached out. But humanitarian or progressive sympathies had little to do with the substance of policy and decision making in European states that evoked grand schemes and looked upon crises in the Ottoman state and for Armenians as opportunities for advancement of aggressive strategies on a large scale.
These are not questions intended to diminish the responsibility of those who opted for and implemented the Genocide, nor to redefine the characterization of the event. Rather, the intention is to understand the dynamics of these relations in a historical context and to move the debate from the moral and political to the historical arena. Otherwise, it is not history that we are talking about but ourselves and the projection of our own fears and prejudices into the past.
We need to ask the right questions to demystify what has often passed for history. If we have the right questions, even incomplete or wrong answers are useful. 
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