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PREFACE


The fact remains that the vast majority of people who have been made aware of the events of 1915 now term them as a genocide; the Armenian Genocide. Most of the countries that have recognized the Armenian Genocide, however, are in the West, if one includes Russia, and more particularly in Europe. This is a reflection of the political efforts of a strong, highly-mobilized and relatively wealthy Armenian diaspora in countries such as France and the United States. Efforts at genocide recognition are also assisted by some in the West, particularly Europeans, who are consumed by historical guilt and keen to make amends for the European excesses – colonialism, genocide, ethnic cleansing, two World Wars – that characterized most of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. American liberals, if they are aware of it, offer their full support for recognition of the events of 1915 as the Armenian Genocide because it is the “right” thing to do. The logic of their actions is also informed by the idea that recognition of the Armenian Genocide is a magnanimous gesture and one that partially assuages the guilty conscience of the West for its centuries-long catalogue of murder, slavery, rape and pillage. Recognition is also beguilingly cheap and easy, especially when all that is asked for is a piece of legislation or some official proclamation that the events of 1915 constituted the Armenian Genocide. These ad hoc acts are thought, often with the best of intentions, to assist in honoring the Armenian victims and survivors of 1915. They also avoid the rather more difficult, expensive and politically sensitive demands of reparations and rights of return, issues that inherently require addressing in any acts deemed to be genocide by a proper court of law. Yet, because recognition of the events of 1915 as genocide only adversely affects outsiders (Turks), and correspondingly “helps” insiders (Armenian-Americans, for example), many unquestioningly support such ad hoc legislative moves. It should be pointed out, however, that many of these same supporters become squeamish when issues such as reparations for slavery or colonial excesses are raised. These issues are closer to home, so to speak, and therefore the historical record and accompanying narratives appear more complicated, involved and potentially very expensive. 


This is one of the salient points of this book. Narratives based on historical documents and “facts” can be construed differently depending on multiple variables, to include time and space. Therefore, the issue of Armenian Genocide recognition becomes more complicated in Turkey than it would be in Marseille, La Paz or Portland precisely because the costs are high and the narrative appears more complicated. Based on historical texts, and unlike slavery in the United States or Brazil, the events of 1915 and the discourse surrounding them are not only more complicated but carry direct and high costs to those who are wrongly implicated, as this book demonstrates. The act of genocide recognition, particularly vis-à-vis the events of 1915, is a profoundly symbolic act, but it is one that is informed by politics and political calculations. In this particular case, the act is highly politicized and based on egregious efforts to legislate history.


This politicization bleeds into operational modes and methods of the Armenian campaign. The Armenian diaspora operates in and focuses on regions where it has natural strengths and natural allies. For example, lobbying efforts and lobbying organizations are strongest in countries such as France and the United States because of the large number of French-Armenians and Armenian-Americans. Countries with the proverbial axe to grind with Turkey are also a target. Greece, with Turkey and the Ottoman Empire as its historical “Other” to the Greek “Self,” is a prime example. Russia is another. When countries such as these reach economic or political impasses with Turkey, the recognition of the Armenian Genocide becomes a very handy cudgel.


What of the rest of the world? Is this truly a global campaign for genocide recognition? According to the current Armenian campaign, the events of 1915 constituted the Armenian Genocide, the world’s first genocide or, at very least, the first genocide of the twentieth century. This has truly universal implications and arguably calls for a global campaign. However, from my current vantage point in East Africa, the subject and the campaign for Armenian Genocide recognition is neither seen nor heard. This can partially be explained by the Armenian diaspora’s lack of resources and natural allies in a place like Sub-Saharan Africa, for example. This understandably makes it difficult for Armenians to lobby for genocide recognition, should this be desired. Yet, the fact remains that regardless of resource issues or other variables, Armenians have largely ignored Africa and other parts of the globe, to include East Asia and South Asia. Herein reside over half of the world’s population. If a critical mass of support and recognition is behind the Armenian diaspora’s logic that informs their campaign for recognition of a truly universal crime, it would be logical for the diaspora to focus their efforts on regions other than the West. Yet, the issue of recognition of the Armenian Genocide remains a largely Western, mostly northern hemispheric and, therefore, “white” affair. This is not surprising on one level, given that the Armenian campaign and lobbying effort are rooted in and informed entirely by events that occurred over a century ago in the crucible that forged modern Europe and the Middle East. The campaign also continues to rely on racist images of the Asiatic, swarthy and bloodthirsty “terrible Turk.” This means that the “white,” successor states of the Great Powers in 1915 still matter now and, indeed, are the only states that matter. As such, a truly global recognition of the events of 1915 as the Armenian Genocide is not part of the agenda, either because of resource constraints or because the diaspora still looks at recognition through racial lenses and, as such, it remains a largely European, or Western, affair. 


Regardless of the campaign’s veracity, tenacity and success, this book does not classify what happened to Ottoman Armenians as genocide. This is because the term does not apply to the horrific massacres, slaughters, injustices and murders of 1915. This is an uncomfortable position to take and one that is unpopular in places ranging from Los Angeles to Paris to Beirut. Though the events of 1915 are not, and indeed (legally) cannot be referred to as genocide, this book does not shy away from the need to describe, fully acknowledge and therefore, in some small, way honor all of the victims (Muslims and Christians) who suffered unspeakable horrors, shame, disgrace, and injustice in 1915. The Armenian victims who survived such calamities received no compensation or acknowledgment of any wrongdoing for their suffering from either the Ottoman authorities or their Turkish successors, thus adding insult to grave injury. Though verifiable proof of a genocidal blueprint by the Ottoman state has never been found, the records do demonstrate, time and again, ample proof of the monstrous inhumanity of man to man. Yet, this book strives to take a holistic and nuanced view, positing the Armenian historical trauma against the backdrop of equally horrific slaughters and forcible relocations of Ottoman Muslims in the Balkans, the Crimea, the Caucasus and Anatolia. It is only by understanding the perfect storm that was eastern Anatolia in 1915 that one can appreciate the magnitude of the calamity, as well as how and why it occurred.


Since the publication of my original dissertation (the inspiration for this book) in 2009, numerous books have been published by historians, sociologists and political scientists who have grounded works such as this through the utilization of historical methods, quantitative population studies, political science theories and archival records. It is hoped that this book adds to these previous scholarly works, works that examine and re-examine the events of 1915 - events that take on a particular poignancy given that they occurred just over one century ago. 


This book is the product of over a decade of intellectual engagement and conversations. I have incurred many debts during this time period. First, I would like to thank Michael M. Gunter for his willingness to write the book’s introduction and for providing the genesis of the book’s prescient title. His scholarly works precede him and they are amply quoted and referenced throughout. This is also true of the articles and books of M. Hakan Yavuz, my friend and doctoral advisor at the University of Utah. I thank him for his patience, his vital input and germane edits. The pioneering works of Justin McCarthy, Edward J. Erickson and Jeremy Salt need no introduction here, suffice to say that I am indebted to their cogent political thoughts and works based on archival research. Though I cannot possibly thank them all individually, I am deeply indebted to my many friends and colleagues in Istanbul, Nairobi, Hargeisa, Tashkent, Salt Lake City and Washington, D.C. for their insights, support and contributions to this book. I also thank the publishers at Manzara Verlag for their willingness to consider this book for publication and offering to do so in English, German and Turkish-language versions. Lastly, I must thank my dear friend and consummate scholar, Bosire Maragia, for our continuous and continuing conversations, his unflagging interest and unfailing attention to detail. They made this book possible.


     Nairobi


     April 2016




	“There is no present or future, only the past, happening over and over again, now.”


	

– Eugene O’Neill
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“The past is never dead; it’s not even past.”
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	Requiem for a Nun




	



	



Introduction


There is another side to the Armenian interpretation of the tragedy they suffered during World War I, and Brendon J. Cannon tells it well. In an academically clear and scholarly manner, Cannon articulately analyzes what he terms the wanton application of the term genocide to these events of 1915 that resulted in such a huge loss of life. This study should be read by anyone interested in these tragic events. It should also be read by those who would object to what Cannon calls an elastic definition of genocide, one that undermines its legal definition and thus complicates the courts’ ability to punish actual genocide perpetrators.




Much confusion exists about what is meant by the term genocide because the word has come to have at least two different meanings, a precise international legal one and a non-legal popular one. The two different meanings have been conflated by some, either by mistake or on purpose, to confuse the world and accuse Turkey of being legally guilty of genocide for the Armenian massacres that occurred more than 100 years ago in 1915. Given this confusing situation a brief analysis of these two different meanings of the term genocide is in order.


Legally genocide is defined by the Genocide Convention that was signed in 1948 and then ratified in 1951 when it went into effect. The Genocide Treaty, in part, legally defines genocide as “acts committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or religious group.” Therefore, for genocide to have legally occurred, there must have been intent on the part of the perpetrators to wipe out an entire ethnic group and this act must have been committed since 1951 after the Genocide Treaty went into effect. Neither requirement has occurred in regards to the Armenians. 


Despite what many Armenians and their supporters claim, there is no authentic document that proves that the Ottoman authorities intended to wipe out the Armenians. Indeed, many Armenians living in western Anatolia who were deemed no threat to Ottoman supply lines and security were not relocated in 1915. Is it possible to imagine Hitler sparing any Jews from his genocidal rampage because they were not threatening his supply lines or security? Therefore, without proven intent, legally there can be no genocide.


In addition, of course, even if intent could be demonstrated (which it has not), genocide legally could not have occurred before the Genocide Treaty was ratified and went into effect in 1951 because it would constitute an ex post facto law expressly prohibited by Article 11 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Article 15 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, and Article 1/Section 9 of the U.S. Constitution. An ex post facto law of course makes some action a crime which, when it was originally committed, was not a crime. 


Furthermore, as Cannon points out, for the U.S. Congress or any other legislative body to pass any resolution declaring that the Armenian tragedy was a genocide (itself a highly political and politicized act) would be analogous to a bill of attainder. This is a legislative act which punishes somebody without a fair judicial trail. This is also specifically prohibited by Article 1, Section 9 of the U.S. Constitution. Therefore, applying the Genocide Treaty to the Armenian tragedy by using an ex post facto law or bill of attainder would be a clear violation of due process of law which is specifically prohibited by the Fifth and Fourteenth Amendments to the U.S Constitution as well as through implication by Article 7 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and Articles 14 and 26 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. 


As Cannon’s book demonstrates, the Armenians, particularly the Armenian diaspora, and their supporters are trying to get around these major international legal and U.S. constitutional safeguards by confusingly conflating the legal definition of genocide with the more general popular one. This popular definition equates genocide loosely with any large-scale killings that have ever occurred either before 1951 or after that date when the Genocide Treaty went into effect. By this second, non-legal definition of genocide, of course, the Armenians suffered from large-scale killings or genocide. However, as Cannon points out, so did the Turks and other Muslims who were killed by ethnic violence during World War I and earlier in the Balkans. By this non-legal definition of genocide both Muslims and Armenians committed genocide against each other. To accuse only one side for this situation ignores what happened to the other and is patently unfair, as this book cogently illustrates.


However, the many Armenians and their supporters who accuse Turkey of genocide—either through simple lack of the complete facts or on purpose to malign Turkey for their own reasons—continue to try to piggy back these two different definitions of genocide. It is time for governments, scholars, and the intelligent lay public to stop conflating these two different definitions of genocide and get their facts straight so we will not continue to dishonor the memory of those who so tragically died on both sides during World War I.


 


Professor Michael M. Gunter


Tennessee Technological University














CHAPTER 1
UNDERSTANDING THE EVENTS OF 1915 AND THE ARMENIAN GENOCIDE CAMPAIGN



The ongoing, vitriolic campaign for Armenian Genocide recognition is perhaps framed at its tragic best by the cold-blooded murder of Hrant Dink. Dink, an Armenian-Turk, was shot and killed in broad daylight outside the office of his newspaper in Istanbul on January 19, 2007. Dink’s murder committed by a Turkish nationalist revealed alternating currents in the Turkish psyche: revulsion by some, coupled with shameful, nationalist pride by others. His murder also stirred up waves of resentment and painful memories amongst Armenians in Armenia, Turkey and the Armenian diaspora.


Dink was an activist newspaper editor and one of Turkey’s most prominent ethnic Armenian citizens. His sin, according to some Turkish nationalists, was that he had argued for dialogue and debate regarding the tragedy that befell his Armenian ancestors in the waning days of the Ottoman Empire. Because of his openness and forceful statements regarding the issue, he was repeatedly threatened and eventually killed.


Hugh Pope, an author of numerous books generally favorable to Turkey and the Turks, pointed to deeper, historical problems in attempted to explain Dink’s murder. He posited that it was the “…bad laws, malevolent prosecutions and a growing nationalist hysteria [that] helped create a lynch mob atmosphere [in Turkey]...” Pope added that Turkey has never been able to deal with what he termed “the Armenian issue,” referring to the 1915 massacres and exile of thousands of ethnic Armenian citizens of the Ottoman Empire; the predecessor state to the Republic of Turkey.1 In other words, Pope directly links and blames Dink’s tragic and untimely murder in 2007 on events that occurred over one hundred years ago in the waning days of the Ottoman Empire. 


This “Armenian issue,” this tragic event or series of events that occurred mainly in 1915 and the years surrounding it, begs that certain questions be asked. Namely, why would a series of events– painful as they were – regain or continue to hold such salience that they affect not just Armenian and Turkish relations, but even have the potential to disrupt Turkey’s economic and strategic ties globally?2 What would lead the foreign minister of Turkey in 2007 to argue that if the United States Congress adopted a resolution labeling the massacres of Armenians in the Ottoman Empire in 1915 as “genocide,” Turkey’s strategic relationship with its North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) partner of 50 years would suffer “lasting damage?”3 What century-old events, depending on the semantics used to describe them, have the potential to economically and strategically strangle the Republic of Armenia? Finally, what contested events have defined the Armenian diaspora’s identity and nurtured the development of a powerful transnational campaign to recognize the events of 1915 as the “Armenian Genocide,” the world’s first genocide?4


The primary aim of this book is to properly define Armenian and, more particularly, Armenian diaspora identity and its relationship to and reliance on the events of 1915. This book posits that Armenian diaspora communities, in large part, rely on and gain sustenance from the traumatic events of 1915 because these tragic events provide the only glue that bonds disparate linguistic, religious and geographically atomized communities. Thus, the common perception of the Armenian diaspora as a cohesive force speaking with a unified voice quickly falls apart when issues are broached outside the purview of the campaign for Armenian Genocide recognition. Though views of how genocide recognition should be achieved and what should come afterward vary, little dissent exists or is tolerated – at least publicly - within the diaspora. This is particularly true in regards to relations between individual ethnic Armenians and ethnic Turks, regardless of their citizenship. Because contact is discouraged and, very likely, unwanted by the diaspora, relations between the two groups at almost every level remain non-existent outside of Turkey and, importantly, the Republic of Armenia.


In order to fully comprehend the campaign to recognize the events of 1915 as the Armenian Genocide, it is absolutely essential to understand contemporary and historical issues surrounding the identity construction and transmission of diaspora Armenians and their Armenian counterparts in the Republic of Armenia. This can only be accomplished, in part, through a corollary consideration of the centuries of Ottoman Turkish rule in Anatolia and to a slightly lesser extent, the southern Caucasus – the ancestral home of many Armenians. This, in turn, must be posited against the dilatory and troublesome demise throughout the decades of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries of what was once one of the most powerful empires in the world.


 


Synopsis


 


The events and historical record catalogued in this book have been subject to an egregious amount of politicization by the Armenian diaspora campaign for genocide recognition and correspondingly, but less so, by the government of Turkey. As such, an attempt to deconstruct the highly polemical and vitriolic debate surrounding the events of 1915 is in order. It is hoped that by providing a firm foundation, no matter how cursory, readers will be better able to frame the concepts and definitions of genocide, crimes against humanity, memory, trauma, ethnic cleansing and time collapse. The book also explicates and frames how and why the Armenian diaspora communities, through lobbying organizations and other interest groups, have used and reified the definition and conceptualization of genocide, particularly in the United States. Furthermore, it explores how Turks and Armenians in Turkey as well as Armenians in the Republic of Armenia have reacted to the Armenian diaspora’s reconstructed memories, the campaign it has spawned and the policy aims the diaspora nurtures and produces. As such, this first chapter attempts to highlight the salient features and nuances of this complicated debate, deconstruct the campaign for Armenian Genocide recognition, and provide the structure required for further exploration of historical and political data. A survey of the literature regarding theories of identity, construction of Self and Other, chosen trauma and glories, ethnic conflict, diaspora politics and globalization as well as the collapse of time is discussed in a necessarily lengthy chapter 2.


It is hoped that the firm historical foundation available in chapter 3 will provide readers with the ability to frame the concepts and definitions of genocide, crimes against humanity, memory, trauma, ethnic cleansing and the time collapse and how the Armenian diaspora communities, through lobbying organizations and other interest groups, have used and reified the definition and conceptualization of “genocide,” particularly in the United States, and how Turks and Armenians in both Turkey and Armenia have reacted to the Armenian diaspora’s reconstructed memories of what they term genocide and the policy aims they nurture and produce.


Chapter 4 identifies the Armenian diaspora’s major lobbying groups, paying particular attention to in the United States and France and how these groups’ efforts are direct products of mutually constitutive and self-reinforcing Armenian diaspora identity.


A broad discussion of genocide theory, law and legislation in chapter 5 leads to a deconstruction of the goals and nature of the Armenian diaspora’s campaign of genocide recognition. Specifically, this book asks and attempts to answer exactly what genocide recognition would entail? Who exactly would benefit from recognition and how? The book looks at the subject of genocide recognition and the campaign by members of the Armenian diaspora through a critical lens asking whether this is a simple yet highly symbolic act of commemoration, a public apology, material for educational curricula or something else entirely. Specifically, this book delves into the final aim or aims of genocide recognition. Does recognition of the events of 1915 as genocide necessarily engender something more tangible such as reparations or territory, for example? If so, how would this be achieved?


The official stance of successive Turkish governments, broadly speaking, and Turkish public opinion are discussed in chapter 6. This is novel in that the views of Turks regarding this volatile, highly emotional and profound issue and campaign are rarely, if ever taken, into account. Public opinion surveys in Turkey and the development of Turkish diaspora lobbying groups all point to a more multi-faceted approach to countering the Armenian diaspora campaign of genocide recognition, internal societal changes within Turkey and the realization that events the occurred over one century ago still profoundly affect Turkey’s past, present and future.


Chapter 7 details and explores the often pronounced and deep-seated divergence that exists between Armenian diaspora and Armenian “native” memories, with particular emphasis on the differences of memories, chosen trauma, time collapse and the attempts at homogenization of diaspora Armenian and Armenian historical narratives and identities.


A discussion of the broad differences between Armenian and Armenian diaspora memories, policy goals and respective futures necessarily leads to a discussion of the effects the Armenian diaspora’s campaign of genocide recognition have on Armenia and Armenians. As such, chapter 8 details Armenia’s development or decline as an independent nation-state over the past few decades, with special attention paid to diaspora investment or lack thereof, political influence and diaspora attempts to dictate or at least influence Armenia’s domestic and foreign policy agendas.


Chapter 9 discusses different theoretical and operational approaches to pressure – vertical, horizontal and diagonal – as applied by and to the Armenian Genocide campaign and how this affects the diaspora, the Republic of Armenia and the Republic of Turkey. It also highlights option available to all parties for potential resolution of this emotive subject and the issues surrounding it.


The events of 1915 and the Armenian diaspora’s campaign for recognition of those events as the Armenian Genocide are necessarily part of a larger human need to deal with atrocities. As such, chapter 10 discusses attempts at coming to terms with historical atrocities within the legal framework of the UN Convention on Genocide and, perhaps more importantly, the international human rights regime. In essence, by positing the Armenian question against the background of the human rights regime as it has developed over the course of the last century and in terms of human rights, a number of useful questions are automatically raised. By doing so, the potential of allowing all parties involved the opportunity to view the issue from novel vantage points is achieved. Perhaps this offers the potential for a breakthrough and escape from the status quo? It is from this vantage point that real and lasting progress may be possible – not just for Armenians.


The concluding chapter attempts to analyze the current situation for reconciliation and closure from the perspectives described in the preceding chapters: the historical record, the Armenian campaign, definitional elasticity and the human rights regime. Given the nature of Armenian diaspora identity and its direct opposition to its Turkish “Other,” it appears that a state-to-state solution (Turkey-Armenia) may be amenable or, at very least, in the realm of the possible. However, given the vitriol and sheer emotiveness of the issue and campaign as defined by the identities involved, the future looks rather bleak indeed.


 


Armenians and Turks: From Benign Symbiosis to Perpetual Enmity


 


The historical record of the Caucasus and Anatolia demonstrates that Armenians and Turks are not age-old enemies. Neither are Armenians the enemy of Muslim peoples inhabiting the region, such as the Kurds, Persians, Chechens, Laz and others. This is not to say that all was bliss. Scholars have listed the multiple destructions of ancient Armenia by numerous marauding armies, including Persians and Mongols, although the Ottoman Turks are not part of this list. However, rather than seeing this destruction as motivated by religious or cultural biases, scholars ascribe it to the nature and realities of war, pillage and conflicting empires. In short, there was no real intent to destroy the Armenians, their culture or their livelihood.5 


From its earliest beginnings, but particularly after the conquest of Istanbul (Constantinople) in 1453, Armenians played important roles in the Ottoman government, trade and manufacturing and were often described as the most loyal community in the Empire by Ottoman court historians.6 Armenians and Muslims rarely suffered effects of intercommunal violence until well into the nineteenth century. When conflict arrived, it did so largely because of the advent and wide dissemination of outside ideas, the promulgation of a new Ottoman constitution that was favorable to minority communities in the Empire and the increasingly forceful meddling in Ottoman affairs by foreign powers.7 Indeed, their coexistence throughout the vast majority of Ottoman rule has been characterized as one of “benign symbiosis.”8 Yet, as the years of the nineteenth century passed, the forces of nationalism and imperialism and the rise of major military and economic powers, such as Russia, led to cracks, splits and fissures in a fragile vase, one that symbolically held and displayed a generally symbiotic and benign relationship between ethnic and religious communities in the Ottoman Empire. Eventually, the cracks deepened to the point where the vase shattered, never to be reassembled.
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The Ottoman Empire in 1862


 


The first cracks occurred with imperial Russia’s forays into formerly Muslim and Ottoman territories such as the Crimea and the Caucasus and the arrival of radical ideas regarding nationalism and self-determination from Europe and via Russia and Istanbul. These ideas led to the genesis of an Armenian nationalism and led many Armenians to view Russian rule as a positive alternative to Ottoman rule and an eventual stepping-stone towards an independent Armenia. Russian power, influence and actions made it clear that it wished for nothing more than outright control of Istanbul and the Bosphorus and Dardanelles Straits and the dissolution of the Ottoman Empire.9


As colonial powers such as Great Britain, France and Russia chipped away at Ottoman power and hegemony from the outside, the empire was slowly disintegrating internally with the birth of national societies with the violent intent of overthrowing the empire and the establishment of national states. Greece, with the support of Britain and other powers, broke away first. Egypt, Bosnia and Romania followed with the significant support from Britain, Austria-Hungary and Russia, respectively. Secret political societies were created to advocate, often using violence, for a greater Greek kingdom that would span the Aegean Sea, or an independent Armenia in eastern Anatolia, or an independent Bulgarian nation. Acts of sabotage and the murder of Ottoman officials became increasingly common.10 Reports of abuse by Christian minorities at the hands of Ottoman authorities also became more prevalent, as the desperate and perennially bankrupt Ottoman state lashed out against threats to its survival. The 1880s and 1890s were particularly violent, culminating with the seizure of the Ottoman Bank in Istanbul by a group of Armenian nationalists armed with dynamite and firearms. Violence and massacres, sabotage and counter massacres convulsed the empire and largely poisoned relations between Christian Armenians and Ottoman Muslims, with relative calm and a return to the “way things were,” making a second debut only after the turn of the century. Yet the die had been cast and relations between the empire’s multi-confessional citizens were now viewed through the new prisms of nationalism and the right of self-determination.11 However, it took the worldwide conflagration of World War I to lead to events that still haunt and inform relations between Turks and Armenians to this day and provide the basis and bond for a common and politically powerful Armenian diaspora identity. 


 


Forging a Durable Armenian Identity in the Diaspora


 


Events that occurred during World War I in the fateful year 1915 are at the heart of the issue of Armenian diaspora identity: the massacres, deportations, rapes, forced migrations and murder of many Ottoman Armenians. These tragic events culminated in the disappearance of the vast majority of Armenians from their ancestral homeland of Anatolia. This traumatic set of events is central to group cohesion and identity formation. The Armenian diaspora continues to relive the tragedy that befell them in 1915 through memories, commemorations and, most importantly, their high-profile campaign to gain recognition; an eventually global recognition that the trauma and wounds suffered by Armenians in 1915 constituted not just the “Armenian Genocide, but the world’s first genocide.”12


 


Armenian Political Identity


 


In discussing Armenian large group identity, the term “identity” is most often a reference to “political identity,” and this book is necessarily an attempt, in part, to deconstruct this highly politicized identity. Political identity, for the purposes of this book, refers to the process of Armenians becoming conscious of the political and social effects of a unique historical memory and the frames of reference associated therewith. These fames of reference are then utilized by the Armenian diaspora, in particular, as political means to fulfill a highly politicized agenda: recognition that the events of 1915 constituted the Armenian Genocide.


Though Armenian large group identity, vis-à-vis the events of 1915, is unique, Armenians are certainly not alone in utilizing - consciously and strategically - shared conceptions of history, ethics, justice and community for advancing large group goals.13 Identities “… are not things we think about, but thing we think with. As such, they have no existence beyond our politics, our social relations, and our histories.”14 Crawford Young noted that identity “… at the bottom is a subjective self-concept or social role; it is often variable, overlapping and situational… ‘We’ is defined in part by ‘they;’ the relevant other in a social setting is central in shaping the role selection.”15 


Young noted the variable and situation-specific nature of identity, yet what is fascinating in regards to Armenian large group identity is the stunning power and longevity of the campaign for genocide recognition. This campaign is almost entirely shaped and prosecuted via the high degree of politicization of this same identity as informed by the events of 1915. Though Armenian political identity is a frame of reference that is unconsciously internalized through socialization, as demonstrated in the proceeding pages, it is an identity that maintains an unusually high degree of politicization and objectification in direct relation to the desired ends of the campaign for genocide recognition. Armenian large group identity demands that the West, Russia and, in particular, Turkey officially recognize that the events of 1915 constituted the Armenian Genocide. In order to do so, Armenians - as their political identity demands and this book will demonstrate - have blatantly politicized history and attempted to legislate reality, regardless of changing social, political or economic circumstances.


In this book, Armenian identity or, more specifically, Armenian political identity is viewed as relational and contingent. It is relational in that the social forces that assist in the construction of Armenian political identity are constructed through opposition or “oppositional moments.” In essence, Armenian identity and the campaign for genocide recognition exhibit such power and cohesive force precisely because of the existence of opposition, strenuous at times, to the aims of the campaign. In other words, Armenian political identity thrives on and is galvanized by real or perceived opposition to the campaign.


Armenian identity is not only relational, but contingent in that it is dependent on the construction of difference vis-à-vis its perceived, historical “Other.” In the case of Armenian large group identity, the “Self” is necessarily constructed in opposition to the its Other; i.e. the “terrible Turk.” In this, Armenian political identity only differs from other large group identity in ingredients rather than form. “Every identity, by definition, carries its “other” within it as a constituting element. The ‘significant other’ is not only an oppositional ‘other’ but also a constitutive part of identity. No identity has its own self-referential standpoint.”16 In the case of Armenian political identity, confrontations with internal others are limited. In essence, the proverbial wagons are circled and internal, large group differences are subsumed to face the external Other, the Turk. It is the events of 1915 that inform this oppositional identity. In essence, the suppurating wounds inflicted in 1915 are now suffered and lived with collectively through the transmission of distilled and redistilled memories on societal, familial and individual levels within the Armenian diaspora. The trauma that occurred in 1915 for Ottoman Armenians now constitutes the glue that cements and grounds the Armenian diaspora community. In other words, the reimagined trauma of 1915 forms the cornerstone of their identity. Correspondingly, the goal of international recognition of the events as the world’s first genocide, the Armenian Genocide, disputed and thwarted for valid reasons by the Ottoman Empire’s successor state Turkey, continues to stoke the flames of anger, hurt and hostility that constitute the rubric of transnational Armenian diaspora identity. 


Having established that the events of 1915 claim the central role in the identity of the Armenian diaspora,17 this identity, in turn, has developed a central narrative - based on shared memories - that has been assembled, reassembled and disseminated as historical fact: over 1.5 million Armenians were slaughtered by Ottoman Turks with the intent to eradicate Ottoman Armenians in accordance with a rigid plan and in an organized fashion with the express approval of the Ottoman government. This planned and executed campaign resulted in the world’s first genocide, according to the diaspora narrative. According to a 2007 statement on the website of a prominent Armenian-American interest group strongly involved in the campaign of Armenian Genocide recognition, “This April marked the 92nd anniversary of the cataclysmic events that occurred in the Ottoman Empire from 1915-1923, where 1.5 million Armenians were killed and over half a million survivors were exiled… Despite the overwhelming evidence, Turkey continues to deny its genocidal legacy, ignoring what U.S. Ambassador to the Ottoman Empire, Henry Morgenthau, called ‘a campaign of race extermination…’ as well as the public declaration in 2000 by 126 Genocide and Holocaust scholars which affirmed the incontestable historical fact of the Armenian Genocide and accordingly urged the governments of Western democracies to likewise recognize it as such.”18 


It is true that the “Armenian Genocide,” referred to on the interest group’s website, is recognized as historical fact by the Armenian diaspora, the Republic of Armenia, much of the North American, Russian and European news media, many politicians and some important scholars. It is also a fact that the government of the Republic of Turkey and numerous, prominent historians and scholars dispute this reading of history as biased, incomplete and mischaracterized. Importantly, the vast majority of scholars who dispute the Armenian Genocide narrative do not dispute the tragedy and deaths that occurred beginning in 1915. It is the number of deaths and the circumstances surrounding the murders, massacres and deportations that are in question. The historical fact that the Armenian citizens of the Ottoman Empire were deplorably killed, forcibly deported and massacred, en masse in certain instances, is not in dispute. Rather the dispute revolves around the circumstances surrounding those events, why they happened, and the semantics used to describe them. To wit, what is in question is the narrative informed by Armenian diaspora identity and disseminated via the highly political campaign for genocide recognition. 


 


A Quest for Identity; An Identity-Driven Campaign


 


The memories engendered by these blood-soaked and tragic events - the very real deaths of thousands of Ottoman Armenians over one hundred years ago - have defined and sustained an identity that has empowered Armenian diaspora communities worldwide, galvanizing them to popularize and promote their chosen identity, in perpetuity, as a nation of victims and survivors of genocide. International recognition of the events of 1915 as the “Armenian Genocide” is the lofty goal that this identity has come to demand. Achievement of that coveted recognition, in turn, validates the central Armenian diaspora narrative and formally places Armenians in the world’s collective memory in the tragic and revered camp of genocide victims and survivors.


However, and of utmost importance, simple recognition of the events of 1915 as “genocide” through official and unofficial statements of commemoration, educational curriculum or apology is not an end goal for the Armenian diaspora for two reasons. First, the campaign explicitly posits that the events of 1915 should be recognized not only as the “Armenian Genocide,” but as constituting the “first” genocide in human history or, at very least, the first genocide of the twentieth century. Second, and much less explicitly, recognition of these events as an Armenian Genocide constitutes the first step towards the end goals of recognition: indemnity payments and right of return of property and land in Turkey.


In the promotion of their identity via the transmission and reconstruction of memories that occurred at the turn of the twentieth century, the Armenian diaspora communities and their interest groups have procured ad hoc legislation and symbolic statements of commemoration from a number of townships, municipalities, states, provinces and nation-states, recognizing the events of 1915 as genocide.19 Furthermore, the diaspora’s chosen role as partial creator and protector of “Armenian” identity has led to the development of interest groups that maintain goals - beyond Armenian genocide recognition – that include the mobilization of support for and the procurement of large amounts of development aid and assistance to the Republic of Armenia. However, as will be demonstrated in a later chapter, Armenian diaspora interest and assistance to the nation-state of Armenia often come at a steep price. 


Although the constitution of the Republic of Armenia makes explicit reference to the events of 1915 as the Armenian Genocide, thus furthering the diaspora’s goal of worldwide genocide recognition, many Armenians in Armenia and Turkey have grave misgivings regarding the semantics employed by the diaspora and their allies in Armenia’s governments over the years. Specifically, the act of genocide recognition, though highly symbolic, is also legal in nature and carries with it the possibility of reparations to and the return of survivors to lands and properties lost in events deemed genocidal in nature. Furthermore, a serious rapprochement between the Republic of Armenia and Turkey is unthinkable, whilst the campaign’s demands for reparation, return of territory and properties continue. 


Armenian diaspora communities’ memories of the events of 1915 construct and sustain their self-identification, as mentioned previously. This particularly important facet will be explained and deconstructed in detail, as it is critical to any understanding of the insistence on semantics and the all-consuming campaign. This Armenian diaspora identity, based on the events of 1915, in turn drives their efforts, as victim and survivor nation of the world’s first genocide, to characterize and gain worldwide and thereby, Turkish recognition of the events of 1915 as the Armenian Genocide. This goal, regardless how noble or flawed, has ultimately hurt and continues to hinder the overall economic, political and strategic development of the nation-state of Armenia. Furthermore, this book will illustrate the disconnectedness and distance between the Armenian diaspora and the Armenian homeland, not only in terms of physical separation, but in terms of memories and trauma. This has had the effect of leading to an acute rift in identities, which has exacerbated the difference in aims and goals of groups, thereby pitting, at times, the Armenian diaspora against Armenians in Armenia vis-à-vis certain policies and goals. The very physical distance that has separated the diaspora from their perceived homeland has also led, in most cases, to greater wealth and freedoms, which in turn has led to the development of interest groups whose main aims are legislation, recognizing the events of 1915 as genocide and through this, the promotion of a unified Armenian identity: that of a nation of genocide victims and survivors. 


In short, the Armenian diaspora continues to relive through memory, commemorations and, most importantly, their campaign for genocide recognition the trauma and wounds of 1915. These deep, unhealed wounds are suffered and lived with collectively as a group through the transmission of distilled and redistilled memories at both a societal and familial level. The trauma that was 1915 for Armenians is now the bond that unites worldwide Armenian diaspora communities. Their holy grail, constituted as the goal of genocide recognition, constantly disputed and thwarted by the Ottoman Empire’s successor state Turkey, continues to stoke the flames of mistrust, hurt and antipathy that constitute diaspora identity.20 


This memory-based nationalism bolstered by horrific trauma, rather than the more common form nationalism that is territorially-based, has supported the development and continues to sustain the fecund nature of Armenian diasporic nationalism and the main cause it espouses: that of consolidation of the diaspora’s version of “Armenian” identity through global recognition of Armenians as one, united nation. The identity is, however, chameleon in nature; both powerless as a victim of genocide and powerful as a survivor of genocide.


This quest for identity consolidation has led to the development and maintenance of strong Armenian diaspora ethnic lobbies.21 In turn, the ethnic interest groups’ survival is guaranteed through continued mobilization of the target ethnic group, which in turn mobilizes support and funding for their “own” lobbying group’s efforts, both inside and outside the Armenian communities. This is not a simple tautology that varies from state to state depending on the political climate. Rather, this book demonstrates how and why Armenian diaspora interest groups, particularly in the United States, survive, multiply and wield power and influence much greater than their share of the population. This book also explains the force or forces motivating and mobilizing Armenian diaspora communities, whose members then provide critical sustenance and support for the survival of Armenian diaspora lobbying groups and the very issues they promote.




	











CHAPTER 2
MEMORY TRANSMISSION AND IDENTITY


Armenians, regardless of location, freely admit to deep-seated divisions within their communities. From language to religion to politics Armenians still struggle with divisions inherited from the nineteenth century and earlier.22 However, divisions between Armenians in the Republic of Armenia and diaspora Armenians, particularly in North America and Western Europe, are less understood by outsiders. Accordingly, an exploration of these divisions and the corresponding importance of the chosen trauma of 1915 and its centrality to Armenian large group identity (diaspora and non-diaspora) will be discussed. This will be posited against the backdrop of the Armenian diaspora’s campaign of genocide recognition and the campaign’s aim of tying Armenian identity formation and large group trauma to that of another: Europe’s Jews and the large group trauma instigated and largely carried out by Nazi Germany. 


It can be argued – and is vehemently argued by the Armenian diaspora – that the events of 1915 that harmed Armenians and those occurring roughly between the years 1939-1945 that harmed Europe’s Jews share similarities, particularly as to their large group effects. Yet a discussion of some very stark differences in events as well as various lobbying and campaign strategies conducted by both groups is absolutely necessary. This is done with a three-fold aim: first, in order to demonstrate key differences between the events. Second, in order to contextualize the Turkish governmental response to the Armenian diaspora campaign for genocide recognition. Third, such a discussion will formulate an understanding as to how important semantics remain to the Armenian diaspora campaign. Lastly, this chapter contains an explanation of theories from various social science disciplines and include relevant comparative examples of trauma, memory and collective identity transmission.


 


Ethnicity as Power: Division and Hypermobilization


 


Amongst Armenian diaspora communities, organizational and lobbying differences coupled with emphasis by all groups on key themes such as recognition of the events of 1915 as the “Armenian genocide” have led to a hypermobilization of the ethnic group’s resources. That is, competition for resources amongst competing interest groups within finite Armenian diaspora communities has resulted in the hypermobilization of these communities in a profound and effective way.23 To put it another way, the ethnic group’s mobilization is hypermobilized vis-à-vis other ethnic groups. When compared to other diaspora and ethnic groups in America, France, Sweden and elsewhere, Armenian diaspora communities tend to exhibit a higher degree of interest, vocal and financial support for certain issues over long periods of time. It is hypothesized that the reason behind this is the development of a multiplicity of lobbying and interest groups that compete for and speak out on behalf of a relatively small community, population-wise. This is also because Armenian diaspora interest groups possess the tools of a common and powerful discourse that revolves around shared, traumatic memories and the very identity these memories have produced in their constituency. That is, Armenian diaspora interest groups “hypermobilize” their communities’ support for their actions and primary goal, that of gaining recognition by nation-states, provinces and/or municipalities that the events of 1915 constitute the world’s first genocide. 


Recognition of these events as genocide is the central mission of Armenian diaspora interest groups and herein exists their fecundity and corresponding ability to hypermobilize their fellow Armenians. Not only is the issue of genocide recognition substantive on an emotional and political level, it is perhaps most prescient and powerful on an identity level. In other words, Armenian diaspora identity (though not necessarily Armenian identity) is fundamentally shaped and defined by the horrendous events that took place in the waning days of the Ottoman Empire over 100 years ago.24 The constructed memories of events and the narrative they have produced becomes the rallying force that unifies diverse Armenian groups within the diaspora communities themselves. Indeed, with strong religious, political and linguistic differences, it is posited that there is no alternative outside the genocide narrative to rally and mobilize the Armenian diaspora community.25 An Armenian diaspora lobby or group of lobbies is therefore able to generate much wider and more vocal support for their primary cause - that of genocide recognition - than say the much larger Chinese diaspora community in the United States, for example, in promoting the memory of the Nanking massacres as genocide.26 In essence, the goal of recognition for events that are thought to have been ignored and also disputed, calls for a mobilization and modicum of support from ordinary Armenian diaspora members in ways that other remembered traumas, such as the Irish Potato Famine of 1848 or the Rape of Nanking, do not. This is because these tragedies do not play a central role in Irish diaspora and Chinese diaspora identities in the way the events of 1915 do for the Armenian diaspora. Indeed, it is the centrality of this remembered trauma at the intersection of identity and the corresponding need for recognition and affirmation, coupled with outright opposition from Turkey to recognition, which have created the perfect arena for long-term, grassroots mobilization of the Armenian diaspora.


As salient as the memories of 1915 and the subsequent quest for recognition of the events as genocide may be, it is, however, hypothesized that one organization presenting a unified voice would not have the same effect as a multiplicity of competing voices: that is, mobilization would be achieved, rather than hypermobilization.27 This competition for survival among competing Armenian diaspora interest groups, both ideological and political, has led to a more powerful lobbying outreach and mobilization of resources, which in turn has magnified the presence and lobbying clout of the Armenian diaspora in places like Washington, D.C. and Paris. The strength of the competition among diaspora groups has also had major repercussions in regards to relations with the Republic of Armenia.


 


Linguistic, Political and Religious Divisions


 


Political, religious, linguistic and geographic divisions within Armenian diaspora communities may hold the answer, in part, to the high level of competition and corresponding singular aim of purpose, as mentioned above. For many immigrants and their descendants - not just Armenians in Argentina, Lebanon or Mexico - conflicts that originated in the “old country” often persist and deepen, but in new socio-cultural contexts in countries the world over. For example, linguistic commonalities or differences may serve as a natural bridge or barrier. Similarly, ethnic churches, such as the Greek Orthodox Church, have customarily served as bridges, linking the past with the present; the old world with the new. These (possible) bridges, however, can be shaken by and disintegrate in conflicts where the fundamentals of an ethnic community - manifested by differences in generation, socioeconomic status, and ethnicity - are strained by the forces of tradition and conservatism on one hand and the pressure for change and assimilation on the other.


In the case of the Armenian diaspora, language has served to divide rather than unite communities. Those of the diaspora community who hail from the pastures and farms of Anatolia or the large cities of İzmir and Istanbul speak (or their ancestors spoke) Western Armenian or Arevm'tahayeren. Western Armenian is a language or dialect that has undergone several phonetic mergers, possibly reflecting the close proximity of its speakers in the past to Turkish and Arabic-speaking communities. Western Armenian is thus distinct from Eastern Armenian or Arevelahayeren, spoken by Armenians in the nation-state of Armenia and their diaspora counterparts who originated from the Caucasus region. In addition, both languages can be subdivided into numerous sub-dialects. Although Western and Eastern Armenian share almost identical vocabularies, “… the important divergences in pronunciation and the grammatical differences between the two varieties are so significant that they may be considered two different languages.”28 


Members of Armenian diaspora communities tend to feel strongly about their differing, deep and historical ties to religion. They also feel the same in regards to their allegiance to one of two political societies or groups of societies. These groups, dating from the nineteenth century, were strong advocates of Armenian autonomy or outright independence from Russian, Persian and/or Ottoman rule. The first group will be referred to as Dashnaks (variant “Tashnag”) for reasons that will become apparent. The second, more amorphous grouping of various political societies will be referred to as non-Dashnaks, for lack of a better term.29 Though admittedly a simplification, it can be said that for over half a century, many diaspora Armenians (and this is particularly true of Armenian-American diaspora members) have identified themselves with the Armenian National Committee (ANC), a lobbying and interest group which was originally founded by members of the Dashnak party. Alternatively, many diaspora Armenians have identified themselves with affiliated interest groups traditionally tied to non-Dashnak parties, organizations, charitable groups and churches. In the case of Armenian-Americans, non-Dashnaks would align themselves with and support the Armenian American Assembly of America, generally referred to as “The Assembly.” 


The two groups differ in many respects. For example, internationally, the ANC cooperates and coordinates actions and campaigns with regional offices located in Russia, Armenia, France, Canada, Australia and the United States, among others. The Armenian Assembly maintains a lower profile outside the United States, though it maintains a presence in Yerevan, the capital of the Republic of Armenia.


In addition to deep linguistic and political divisions, diaspora Armenians are divided along religious lines. Secularization can be said to be slowly undermining the binding role of religion and “the Church” within various communities.30 This has had a corresponding effect of lending greater emphasis to the role “the Armenian genocide” plays. That of the glue that binds and the center of gravity of Armenian identity. However, even with secularization proceeding naturally apace in Europe and, to a lesser degree, North and South America, most diaspora Armenians and Armenians from Armenia still consider themselves Catholics, Protestants or members of the Apostolic Armenian Church, which is itself divided.31 


Jenny Phillips’ study of a community of diaspora Armenians in the state of Massachusetts in the United States provides snapshots and vignettes of factional divisions within the Armenian Apostolic Church. Phillips categorizes one of these factions as the Armenian National Church of America, which is composed of diaspora Armenians who support the ANC and are therefore referred to as Dashnaks. The Armenian National Church of America owes its allegiance to the Catholiscosate of Cilicia in Antelais, Lebanon. The second faction is the Armenian Apostolic Church in the United States, which owes its allegiance to the Catholiscosate of Echtmiadzian in Armenia and is largely supported by supporters of the Assembly and is thus referred to as non-Dashnaks.32 


Phillips notes that diaspora Armenians show a proclivity and attachment to certain symbols and myths that “play a critical role in the expression of Armenian identity.”33 These same myths and symbols, as well as institutions such as the Armenian Church may exacerbate political conflict. In essence, Phillips argues that the church is an arena where competing versions of Armenian identity are presented as a language of claims by Dashnaks and non-Dashnaks. 


Tension and conflicts between these two, basic, competing groups and their identities manifest themselves in the form of different readings of major events and developments in Armenian history and in differing symbols of Armenian identity.34 Often these interpretations dispose of painful, humiliating or complex events, while others are preserved and altered into symbols that “have major impact on collective identity and channel reactions to contemporary situations.”35 Similarly, in the wake of violence, such as that which occurred during the events of 1915, communal groups like the geographically dispersed Armenian diaspora are likely to have broadly divergent views about the “truth” of certain past events. Daniel Bar-Tal notes that these views are developed to “make sense of the present reality,” but adds that “in order to fulfill this function, the past is reconstructed and re-appropriated to serve current needs and attitudes of society’s members.”36 In fact, an individual’s connection to a particular group or commune plays a large part in shaping the nature of that individual’s beliefs about the past. “Members of [like] ethnic groups in contexts of conflict are likely to share accepted ways of seeing history… Members of different groups are likely to have significantly different beliefs about the past.”37 


This is true not just of diaspora Armenians and their extended Armenian family, but of many other groups with a real or imagined historical memory of mutual animosity such as Poles and Russians, Somalis and Ethiopians or Palestinians and Israelis, regardless of when or under what circumstances these memories were formed. That is, each group can be broadly said to base its interpretations of history and Self versus Other identification on its own collective narratives, memories and ideological representations of those memories of history.


At a more local level, Phillips illustrates the deep divides that can occur in ethnic and/or diaspora communities by relating two social dramas that occurred in Armenian diaspora communities and churches. The first conflict occurred when members of the community used the specter of a “Dashnak takeover” of a particular church to rally support among non-Dashnak elements and maintain control of their church. The second conflict involved a couple and their plans for a wedding. The parents of the bride and groom were from different churches, respectively and the neither set could agree where the marriage should be performed, no doubt the cause of great angst and alarm for the prospective couple.38


While broad differences persist that may be generalized to a certain degree between Dashnaks and non-Dashnaks and those who belong to different “Armenian” churches, many diaspora Armenians belong to neither group nor are they affiliated religiously. Benjamin Alexander, writing specifically about Armenian diaspora communities in America and emphasizing the importance of the events of 1915 to Armenian diaspora identity noted, “Of course, not all Armenian-Americans identify themselves with any partisan leaning at all. There have always been the chezoks, or “neutrals,” and in the present era a considerable number of persons of Armenian lineage are not familiar with the Tashnag and (other) party labels… or for that matter with the word chezok. Armenianness for them may well consist of attending an occasional service, if even that, at their local church; of being vaguely familiar with a few culinary specialties associated with the Mediterranean world; or merely of noticing an Armenian name in a new article or in the credits of a cultural event. However, virtually all persons of Armenian descent know the date 1915, and associate it with a horrifically potent set of syllables: “the genocide.””39 


What Alexander, Phillips and others have posited through their scholarship is that it is “the Armenian Genocide” rather than any other variable that acts as the unifying glue binding the Armenian diaspora; a diaspora composed of geographically-diffuse communities that are in turn further divided along the lines of church, politics and language. The cement utilized to seal deep fissures and cracks and inform the Armenian diaspora Self is the remembered trauma of “the genocide.” This Self is necessarily accompanied by the genocide-perpetrating Other: the Turk. Otherizing Turks as genocidal people in 1915 and genocide deniers now functions as an alternative unifier in a way the Armenian churches, languages and politics cannot.


However, otherizing the Turk as the basic building block for Armenian diaspora identity has all sorts of consequences, among them self-victimization. Though this facet will be discussed in detail in later chapters, it is useful to highlight some of the pitfalls of this otherization. For example, the “self-victimization of the [Armenian] diaspora creates impediments for the normalization of the relations between Armenia and Turkey. It also continues to divide the Armenians into Western and Eastern ones with their own homelands, languages and traditions.”40 Adding a further twist, the Armenian diaspora otherization of the “terrible Turk” may correspond little to reality and often relies on dated and racist Orientalist sources. As the political scientist M. Hakan Yavuz highlighted, “the Armenian genocide narrative revives the racist rhetoric that justified the forcible resettlement of millions of civilians, both Christians and Muslims, in the Balkans and the Middle East before, during and after World War I. Furthermore, those who write and think in terms of Orientalist categories tend to turn the concept of genocide into a platform for perpetuating the stereotype of the ‘Terrible Turk.’”41 The fact that very few members of the Armenian diaspora actually know Turks complicates the issue further.42


Despite secularization and often over a century of domicile in places other than Istanbul, Van and Diyarbakır, diaspora Armenians collectively remember and identify with the severe trauma that occurred over one hundred years ago. This is precisely because the events that occurred in 1915 comprise what has been remembered and become a unifying group identity as well as a culture of victimization and that of survival. Diaspora Armenians have reconstructed and re-appropriated the events of 1915 to serve current needs and identities. As Bar-Tal posited regarding societal conflict and associated trauma, “These beliefs are one-sided and selective. They serve the needs of the society's members to view themselves as just, righteous, humane, and moral, and provide explanations of the present situation.”43 As such, the collectively remembered trauma of 1915, referred to within the diaspora communities as “the Armenian Genocide,” is what sustains and unifies the diaspora. That is, though deeply divided by language, geography, religion and political persuasion, diaspora Armenians do share a historical commonality that tends to supersede their differences: the deportations, massacres and humiliation of 1915.


 


Collective Trauma


 


Numerous and ongoing attempts by certain interest groups, scholars and politicians to posit these traumatic events as the Armenian Genocide have led some to compare the events to the shared trauma inflicted by the Nazis on Europe’s Jews before and during World War II. However, regardless of key and crucial differences between the two events, it is precisely the genocide of Europe’s Jews during the Nazi Holocaust, which occurred 20-30 years after the trauma remembered by the Armenian diaspora, that has lent its definitions and nomenclature to the events of 1915. As such, a theoretical discussion of collective trauma - as suffered, remembered and transmitted through generations and communities - is instructive.


The merits of collective trauma have been debated by a variety of scholars. The debate possesses some similarities to arguments regarding collective memory and identity; though these are not necessarily mutually exclusive. As a term, collective trauma can apply “… to any society, ethnic group, social category or class which has been exposed to extreme circumstances of traumatization, such as natural disasters, technological catastrophes, and social, political, cultural, gender, ethnic, or religious persecution.”44 Relatedly, collective political trauma is a concept utilized in political psychology. Collective political trauma is “… a shattering, often violent event that affects a community of people (rather than a single person or a few members of it) and that results from human behavior that is politically motivated and has political consequences. Such an event injures in one sharp stab, penetrating all psychological defense barriers of participants and observers, allowing no space for denial mechanisms and thus leaving those affected with an acute sense of vulnerability and fragility.”45 The Armenian diaspora can be said to suffer from both collective trauma and collective political trauma, as highlighted below. 


Scholars such as Cathy Caruth argue that trauma cannot be represented adequately, because it escapes the bounds of intelligibility. However, she argues that ideas, memories, representations of ideas and memories and thus identities are still transmissible through and via generations and society, much like an infectious disease. That is, it can be transmitted not only between people, but also across generations and cultures.46 This is instructive in that even though most survivors of the events of 1915 have died, their trauma, or rather their mental representations and reconstructions of that trauma, have been transmitted to and across generations of diaspora Armenians.47 This collective trauma, built on the memories of survivors of 1915, has been transmitted to and transplanted in the various cultures and geographically diverse communities of diaspora Armenians. 


Vamık Volkan, a Turkish Cypriot Emeritus Professor of Psychiatry at the University of Virginia, argues along similar lines as Caruth, positing that “The influence of a severe and humiliating calamity that directly affects all or most of a large group forges a link between the psychology of the individual and that of the group. In the wake of such an event, a metal representation of it, common to all members, begins to take shape. This mental representation is the consolidated collection of shared feelings, perceptions, fantasies, and interpretations of the event, as well as the images of relevant characters, such as a fallen leader.”48 Volkan adds that when this mental representation becomes too burdensome and people who have suffered are unable to mourn and cast away these humiliations, they pass it on to later generations. This is done in the hope that “…others may be able to mourn and resolve what the prior generation could not.”49 However, because the images of trauma are passed on, possibly surfacing in works of art, literature or music or through socialization into one’s respective community’s discourse and culture, they become part of a group identity; a marker of ethnicity and the definition of a people. 


In this area, the Armenian diaspora continues to develop, possess and support a veritable cottage industry dedicated to producing books, films and artwork whose primary subjects and objects are the events of 1915 and the people associated therewith. Overt, graphic, yet ultimately imagined depictions of the starvation, forced marches and murder of Ottoman Armenians in 1915 are instilled and crystallized not only in the minds and memory of diaspora Armenians, but all others who witness films such as Atom Egoyan’s 2002 film “Ararat” or the vivid and disturbing posters of Ruben Malayan.


While trauma may remain dormant for generations, memories of trauma and the identities they may spawn can virulently emerge again under certain conditions, to be used as tools and political blunt objects. This could be politically motivated, as when the president of the former Yugoslavia, Slobodan Milosevic recalled and revived memories of the past greatness of the Serbian people and their loss of power and prestige under the Ottoman Turks. Milosevic opened these old, imagined wounds and grievances in order to maintain his own tenuous grip on political power – even expand it - by deflecting popular agitation against his rule and a dire economic situation toward the perceived historic “Other” of the Serbs: Muslim Bosnians. Indeed, Milosevic’s particular brand of “Serbian” propaganda creatively sought to denigrate Bosnians as “marauding Turks,” thereby constructing an image of Bosnians as foreigners, oppressors and the direct descendants of the “terrible Turk.” In Milosevic’s Serbia, Bosnians were no longer individuals; they were a foreign, dangerous group to be resisted at all costs and ultimately exterminated.50 


New enemies or those from an historically antagonistic ethnic group - perceived or literal - may be looked at as extensions of an old enemy from the past. Though not referring to the historical memory of the Serbs and their collectively remembered trauma suffered at the hands of the Ottoman Turks, Volkan presciently noted “Although the original event was no doubt humiliating, the function of the mental representation of it changes, now serving to bond the individuals in the group, paradoxically raising their self-esteem and fueling their attempt to reverse their ancestors’ humiliation.”51 


This is instructive vis-a-vis occurrences in Bosnia in the early 1990s and Kosovo in 1999. It is also illuminating in regards to diaspora Armenians and their collective memories of 1915. That is, how a collective trauma defines, informs and ultimately politicizes an identity. In the case of diaspora Armenians, the ties that bind the large group are not language, religion or even a commonly perceived territorial “homeland.” Rather, the events of 1915 - commemorated, memorialized, remembered and “survived” again every April 24th - have become the chosen identity of diaspora Armenians, whether they reside in Canada, Mexico or the United Kingdom.52 


Why a “chosen” identity? First, the tragic events of 1915, as memorialized in books, stories, memorials, commemorations and, more recently, legislation, have become the shared mental representation of not only what is perceived to have happened, but what has created and sustained the Armenian diaspora. Second, the identity informed by the collective trauma experienced in 1915 has been chosen over other, often more divisive linguistic, territorial, religious or political identities. This is because none of these variables are shared by the whole group; indeed, they often exhibit a polarizing effect. As such, the Armenian Genocide, as imagined collectively by the Armenian diaspora, plays the pivotal role.


The consensus among diaspora Armenians is that historically, via the events of 1915, Armenians worldwide share the same identity: they comprise a nation of genocide victims and genocide survivors.53 The diaspora’s shared mental representation of the traumas suffered by many of their collective ancestry in 1915 has been altered in such a way as to create an overarching narrative; an ideological representation of events that is collectively taught, remembered and repeatedly commemorated. As demonstrated in greater detail in the proceeding pages, their stories and memories of the humiliation and shock of the victims who were murdered or deported commingles with stories that celebrate, in imagined forms, the violent resistance of Armenians on Musa Dagh and the siege of Van. 


In continuing the exploration of collective trauma, scholars such as Jeffery Alexander move beyond psychological details and argue that trauma is actually a social construct. “Events are not in themselves inherently traumatic. Traumas occur when individuals and groups feel they have been subjected to a horrendous event that leaves indelible marks upon their consciousness, will mark their memories forever, and will change their future in fundamental and irrevocable ways.”54 In other words, trauma should be ascribed to “real or imagined phenomena, not because of their actual harmfulness or their objective abruptness, but because these phenomena are believed to have abruptly and harmfully affected collective identity.”55 Alexander uses this approach to create a so-called trauma process model and thereby usefully outlines the materialization of a particular Holocaust discourse in the years after 1945.56 Similarly, Duncan Bell highlights the role the Nazi Holocaust has played in helping to create a new moral code for the globe. “The project of renaming, dramatizing, reifying and ritualizing the Holocaust contributed to the moral remaking of the (post) modern, (western) world.”57 


In this light, the Armenian diaspora’s dramatizing and reifying the events of 1915, and Turkey’s refusal to accept responsibility for what the diaspora refers to as the Armenian Genocide, have contributed to shaping the current international dynamics and dilemma faced by Turkey, Armenia and the Armenian diaspora. The Armenian diaspora - viewing the power of the Nazi Holocaust narrative of victimhood, victim nation and survival and the outpouring of monetary and strategic resources it has brought Israel – specifically tailors its campaign for Armenian Genocide recognition based on a specific argument: the incidents of ethnic cleansing, deportation, exile and massacres that befell Ottoman Armenians in 1915 were the precursor to the Nazi Holocaust. In other words, the events of 1915 constituted the template or blueprint containing the instructions, means and methods that were later used by the Nazis in their attempted extermination of Europe’s Jews.58 According to this interesting yet unsubstantiated narrative, the Nazi Holocaust would not, indeed could not have occurred without being first informed by the events of 1915. 


The connecting of two disparate tragedies that occurred within 25 years of one another is significant in that it demonstrates the willful ignorance and blatant politicization of the Armenian campaign for genocide recognition. The two events were unconnected.59 It also demonstrates the absolutes of Armenian collective trauma and the importance of this trauma in the development of Armenian large group identity. Though not speaking directly about the Armenian diaspora campaign, Jeffrey C. Alexander illustrates what has occurred through the wholesale appropriation of terms such as “genocide” and “The Holocaust” by those, such as Armenians, who were never affected by these events:


“How did a specific and situated historical event, an event marked by ethnic and racial hatred, violence, and war, become transformed into a generalized symbol of human suffering and moral evil, a universalized symbol whose very existence has created historically unprecedented opportunities for ethnic, racial, and religious justice, for mutual recognition, and for global conflicts to become regulated in a more civil way? This cultural transformation has been achieved because the originating historical event, traumatic in the extreme for a delimited particular group, has come over the last fifty years to be redefined as a traumatic event for all of humankind. Now free floating rather than situated – universal rather than particular – this traumatic event vividly ‘lives’ in the memories of contemporaries whose parent and grandparents never felt themselves even remotely related to it.”60


 


Revision and Representation of Atrocities


 


Regarding the memories of survivors of trauma and the ideological representations of those memories, Norman Finkelstein argues that even in the case of the attempted extermination of Europe’s Jews by Nazi Germany, there is a difference between the events of the Nazi Holocaust and what is popularly referred to today as “The Holocaust.”61 His iconoclastic thesis never takes issue with the brutal reality of the death and destruction visited upon Jews the Third Reich’s henchmen and allies. Rather, what Finkelstein questions are present-day popular representations and mythologies of “The Holocaust” in contrast with what occurred during the actual Nazi Holocaust. He argues that these representations and mythologies are constantly used and misused by numerous individuals and groups for a variety of aims, some rather unsavory. 


Finkelstein’s main argument is that “The Holocaust,” the popularized and thus popular version of events, is nothing more than an ideological representation of the very real horror and tragedy that was Nazi Holocaust. Importantly, this does not mean that the representation is entirely false. Similar to most ideologies, this representation does bear a connection with reality - however tenuous that connection may be. For example, “The Holocaust is not an arbitrary, but rather an internally coherent construct. Its central dogmas sustain significant political and class interests. Indeed, The Holocaust has proven to be an indispensable ideological weapon.”62


Finkelstein’s diatribe against successive Israeli governments and their “collaborators” in the United States and elsewhere is polemical and purposely provocative. Yet his arguments regarding the role Israel has chosen to cast for itself - that of a victim state – are lucid, prescient and cogent. That is, Finkelstein successfully demonstrates that considerable dividends can be accrued by states such Israel, as well as other entities, groups and individuals who have achieved victim status in popular memory and perception - regardless of how justified or unjustified the status. Importantly, Finkelstein does not question the worthiness of the victim status of Jews, but rather demonstrates the abuse of that same victim status by various entities.


In Israel’s case, Finkelstein argues that its status as a victim state and nation has largely led to its immunity from criticism by the international community. Yet those in power who enjoy this immunity have not escaped the moral corruptions that often attend said immunity.63 Here he is referring specifically to Israel’s occupation of territories largely populated by Palestinians. 


How do Finkelstein’s arguments relate to Armenians? The Armenian diaspora and Armenia, taken together as a “victim nation” that suffered and survived the events of 1915, have been rather immune to criticism (however muted) of their occupation of Nagorno-Karabakh in Azerbaijan.64 By portraying both Armenia and ethnic Armenians as victim nation and victims who are continuously affected by the events of 1915, opprobrium of Armenia’s conduct in Nagorno-Karabakh (and the diaspora’s clamorous support for its continued occupation) has been muted. Though parallels between the two countries and groups are slim at best, Israel and Armenia as well as Jews and Armenians are considered to be victims of historical atrocities. As such, attempts to tie the Nazi Holocaust to the events of 1915 by the Armenian diaspora, though flawed, are a centerpiece of the diaspora campaign for genocide recognition. For example, the Knights of Vartan Armenian Research Center (Center for Armenian Research and Publication at The University of Michigan-Dearborn), among others, has attempted to establish not only the similarities between the events of 1915 and the Nazi Holocaust, but also Armenians, Jews and their common history of brilliant civilization in the face of sustained oppression. "Both people adhere to an ancient religion. Both were religious minorities of their respective states. Both have a history of persecution. ... Both are talented and creative minorities who have been persecuted out of envy and obscurantism."65
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