Middle East Critique

ISSN: 1943-6149 (Print) 1943-6157 (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/ccri20

The Turkish-Armenian Historical Controversy: How
to Name the Events of 1915?
M. Hakan Yavuz
To cite this article: M. Hakan Yavuz (2020): The Turkish-Armenian Historical Controversy: How to
Name the Events of 1915?, Middle East Critique
To link to this article: https://doi.org/10.1080/19436149.2020.1770453

Published online: 29 May 2020.

Submit your article to this journal

View related articles

View Crossmark data

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=ccri20

Middle East Critique, 2020
https://doi.org/10.1080/19436149.2020.1770453

The Turkish-Armenian Historical
Controversy: How to Name the
Events of 1915?
M. Hakan Yavuz
University of Utah, Salt Lake City, UT, USA

ABSTRACT: This article examines the debate involving Turkish and Armenian historiography
about the fate of diverse Armenian communities in eastern Anatolia. It argues that the
contemporary description of the events in 1915, especially the legal description, is much more
important than the facts and the role of human agency in which these facts were produced.
Armenian historiography scholars have moved to label the set of complicated events and
processes as ‘genocide,’ and they seek to delegitimize any argument or factual case pointing
outside the term of genocide as denialism. Scholars representing Turkish historiography, on the
other hand, emphasize a different context of ethnic cleansing and massacres of the Muslims in
the Balkans and their unintended consequences in Anatolia, while insisting on the role of major
powers and Armenian revolutionary groups to carve out eastern Anatolia as an Armenian
national homeland. The article explores how the Armenian side has urged judicial forums and
countries to rewrite and reinterpret history in order to canonize its description of the events as
genocide by ignoring the political context, intentions and policies of Armenian revolutionary
organizations during that critical period. It proposes a path in which diametrically opposing
sides can come together by humanizing the mutual suffering of each group and developing a
shared language that encompasses the mutual impact of the events of 1915.
KEY WORDS: Armenia; Armenian historiography; Genocide; Legislating history; Memory and
history; Nostalgia; Perincek v. Switzerland; Turkey; Turkish historiography

History must not be a slave to contemporary politics nor can it be written on the
command of competing memories. In a free state, no political authority has the right to
define historical truth and to restrain the freedom of the historian with the threat of
penal sanctions. We call on historians to marshal their forces within each of their
countries and to create structures similar to our own, and, for the time being,
individually to sign the present appeal, to put a stop to this movement toward laws
aimed at controlling historical memory. We ask government authorities to recognize
that, while they are responsible for the maintenance of the collective memory, they
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must not establish, by law and for the past, an official truth whose legal application
can carry serious consequences for the profession of history and for intellectual
liberty in general.1

During the collapse of the Ottoman state, bitter rivalries over the control of land and
resources contributed to the outbreak of inter-communal violence throughout the
empire. The most well known of these is the Armenian attempt to wrest control of
eastern Anatolia from the Ottomans during World War I. How best to label these
events properly, objectively and fairly is also one of the major debates in the historiography of the late Ottoman Empire. The Ottoman state reacted to Armenian secessionism and collaboration with the Russian army by relocating the Armenian communities
residing along the empire’s Russian border to its southern provinces.2 This relocation
resulted in catastrophic human suffering and virtually ended the Armenian presence in
Anatolia. Unfortunately, the centenary of the events of 1915 did not bring the historiography any closer to a consensus. The Armenian historiography insists on genocidizing the past by framing the events as the first genocide of the twentieth century.3 In
contrast, while Turkish historiography acknowledges and agrees that hundreds of thousands of Armenians suffered during the relocation, it rejects the legal description of
this tragedy as genocide. This debate constitutes the most significant impediment to
the normalization of the relations between Turkey and Armenia.
This article consists of three parts. The first part summarizes the main argument of
Turkish and Armenian historiographies. The second part examines how Armenians try
to use legal tactics to impose their version of history (i.e., genocide) and the setbacks
that this approach has faced at the European Court of Human Rights and in the French
Constitutional Council. Finally, the third part introduces a proposal to reconcile these
two historiographies and to create a shared narrative with the hope that a shared language to discuss the history of 1915 can facilitate an improvement in relations between
the Republic of Turkey and Armenia.

Two Conflicting Historiographies
The debate between the two diametrically opposed historiographies regarding the events
of 1915 is primarily about what constitutes historical knowledge and how it is narrated.
The causes, processes and role of domestic and international actors around these events
are the subject of a fierce debate between the two sides. Armenian historiography relentlessly holds to the following main statements that carry a strong condemnation of Turks:
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1.2 to 2 million Armenians were killed in a systematic fashion, organized and planned by
the “Turks.” This was a premeditated genocide carried out by the Ottoman military, especially the Special Organization [Teşkilat-ı Mahsusa]; the Young Turks’ government
organized and executed the killing for the purpose of homogenizing the population of
Anatolia; it was Islamic-cum-Turkish nationalism that motivated the mass killings; and
World War I was utilized as a convenient opportunity to initiate the plan to exterminate
the Armenians.4 While the Armenian side wants to see the events of 1915 as “the
Armenian Genocide,” Turkish historiography refers to the same set of events as communal conflict, massacres, relocations, Armenian rebellion, or the more neutral term: the
events of 1915.5 In other words, Armenian historiography interprets the “facts” of the
events—the forced relocation of the Armenian population in eastern Anatolia–to construct a “genocide” narrative in which the Armenians are perennial victims of the
“Terrible Turk.” In contrast, Turkish historiography identifies the Ottoman Armenians as
traitors against their own state, a fifth column. This claim is based on evidence showing
how the Armenian leadership sought to destroy the Ottoman state in the midst of its gravest international crisis during World War I.6 According to this view, the Armenian treason reached its extreme manifestation in the collaboration with the Russian enemy,
which invaded eastern Anatolia during the war.7
Armenian historiography has gone through several stages over the past six decades.
Until 1964, Armenian historians never used the term genocide to describe the events
of 1915. None of the prominent Armenian scholars, who produced definitive studies
on Armenian nationalism and the events of 1915 during the 1960s, mentioned the
word genocide.8 Today, however, Richard Hovannisian labels every scholar who does
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not use the term genocide to describe the events of 1915 as a ‘denialist,’ despite the
fact that he himself did not begin to employ the term until the early 1980s.9
Especially, after the 1993 Armenian invasion of the Azerbaijan Republic’s NagornoKarabakh region, which resulted in the deportation of one million Azeri Turks and the
killing of hundreds of Azeri civilians, Armenian historians and politicians became
more vigilant in emphasizing the events of 1915 as “genocide” because they sought
(a) to present the conflict over Karabakh as continuing the perennial conflict between
the “genocider” Turks and “victim” Armenians; (b) to justify and legitimize the ethnic
cleansing and killings of the Azeri Turkish population of the Karabakh region as
revenge for the “genocide” of 1915; and (c) to mobilize the Armenian diaspora, especially the youth, for the cause of Karabakh. According to Jamil Hasanli, a prominent
historian of Azerbaijan, the “genocide” campaign not only was intensified but also
linked to the Karabakh issue to portray the Armenians as victims to win international
support.10 In addition to these factors, as Turkey has sought to pursue its national
interests as an independent actor in the region, Western countries deployed the
“genocide card” to shame Turkey and interrupt its foreign policy initiatives. For
instance, after Turkey clashed with the United States over Kurdish militias, which
were supported by Washington, relations between Turkey and the US worsened and
the US Congress, in turn, sought to recognize the events of 1915 as genocide.
Turkish historiography also has evolved over the years.11 There was a period of
complete and total ignorance regarding the events of 1915, a period during which open
debate and discussion was suppressed, but, finally, in the second half of the 1990s, a
better understanding and appreciation of the historical context in which the relocations
had taken place became the focus of a new historiography. This development resulted
in part from a terror campaign that Armenian nationalist groups and vigilantes
unleashed in the late 1970s against Turkish diplomats and civilians, and which forced
Turks to “remember” what happened to the Armenians in 1915.12 In fact, the terror
succeeded in bringing Turkey to confront the events of 1915, which either had been
forgotten or were underemphasized. Thus, Turkish historiography has evolved in
response to a more assertive and belligerent Armenian narrative that has been using
the past to justify the murder of innocent Turkish civilians today.13 Under this threat
of8 violence, it ought to be understandable that this reactive historiography was neither
Nalbandian, Armenian Revolutionary Movement; and Richard G. Hovannisian (1977) The Republic of
Armenia, Vol. III: From London to Sevres, February-August 1920 (Berkeley: University of
California Press).
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thorough nor entirely sound before being offered to the public. As a result, it has since
gone through several contradictory stages.
In its current form, the contra-genocide historiography has the following characteristics: It differentiates between “Turkish” and “Ottoman,” as part of an insistence that
the Republic of Turkey is a separate entity; it defends the relocation of Armenians on
the basis of military necessity and highlights the seditious activities of the Armenian
revolutionary groups and their collaboration with the Russian army; it rejects the
description of the events in 1915 as genocide and challenges the numbers attributed to
the relocation efforts (often estimating a number between 300,000 and 600,000); it
qualifies the Ottoman motives behind the relocation of the Armenian population, as
reactionary rather than retaliatory or malevolent, and it highlights the war time conditions in Anatolia in which many more Armenians died of hunger and epidemics, which
ravaged all other Anatolian peoples just as horribly.14 Thus, two competing historiographies are committed to a debate over whether the events of 1915 constitute genocide.
Those who insist on the genocide thesis, marshal the deeply ingrained stereotypes of
Turks in Western historiography to transform the “Terrible Turk” of the late 19th century to the “Genocidal Turk” of the late 20th century.15
As a result, by deciphering the past in light of present demands and conditions, the
genocide narrative constructs diametrically opposed victims and perpetrators.
Armenian historians seek to understand the events of 1915 in the context of their personal or communal identity and narrative. The dominance of the genocide characterization in the Armenian narrative, in effect, has turned “genocide” into the new Armenian
homeland, which bridges religious, political, social and geographical divides among
the world-wide Armenian diaspora. The Armenian diaspora can use the events of 1915
to define itself as the innocent victims of the Genocidal Turks. In fact, the Armenians
have succeeded in turning the genocide into a “habitat” for their collective memories
of World War I. Even the European Court of Human Rights has concluded that genocide has become the key constitutive element of Armenian identity. Yet, the Court
also framed the Armenian claims of genocide as an ongoing historical debate, not an
established historical fact’ as was the Holocaust, over the characterization of the events
of 1915.
Consequently, both sides have contested almost every interpretation of facts, events,
and roles played by institutions and actors. Armenian historians try to delegitimize the
counter-narrative as “denialist” because it rejects the “truth of Armenian genocide.”16
They use their diaspora networks, along with latent Turkophobia and Islamophobia in
many European countries to legislate history, criminalize alternative interpretations,
and to slander and even intimidate those who reject the genocide legal label. While the
evolving Turkish historiography does not challenge the notion of Armenian suffering,
it insists on the inclusion of narratives that relate the vast suffering and massacres of
Muslims and on situating the events of 1915 in their broader historical context.17 The
14

Ibid; and Edward J. Erickson (2013) Ottomans and Armenians: A Study in Counterinsurgency (New
York: Palgrave Macmillan).
15
M. Hakan Yavuz (2014) “Orientalism, the ‘Terrible Turk’ and Genocide,” Middle East Critique, 23(2),
pp. 111–126.
16
Hovannisian, ‘Denial of the Armenian Genocide,’ pp. 228–247.
17
See the special issue on the Armenian experience in Anatolia in M. Hakan Yavuz & Hakan Erdagoz
(2019) “Minorities: Muslims in the Balkans and Christians in Anatolia,” Journal of Muslim Minority
Affairs, 39 (3), pp. 1–17.

6

M. Hakan Yavuz

Turkish side primarily challenges the use of the term genocide for the 1915 events by
relying on its status as a crime defined by international law. In fact, the term genocide,
or the attempt to present the suffering of Armenians as genocide, has prevented both
sides from developing a shared language for understanding the circumstances that led
them into conflict. The centrality of the term genocide in this debate between
Armenians and Turks has meant that each side is driven toward promoting different
sets of facts. For one side, facts are marshaled to build a genocide narrative; for the
other the same facts are used to reject the narrative of genocide.
The two sides vehemently disagree on how to answer the following questions: What
language should be used when describing the events? Armenians describe the events
as genocide, whereas Turks refer to them as relocations and massacres. What should
be the approach to the past in terms of context? There is a tendency among Armenian
historians to focus on the set of events during the relocations in 1915, while Turkish
historians would like to address significant developments leading up to 1915, and especially focus on the ethnic cleansing and killings of Muslims from the Caucasus, the
Balkans, and finally the Anatolian homeland. Why did the Ottoman state order the
relocations of the Armenians? The genocide accusation has concentrated Armenian
efforts to see the events as an attempt to destroy the Armenian people, but for Turks
the decision to relocate the Armenian population is rationalized by concerns that the
Armenian communities were mobilized to support the occupying Russian troops as a
fifth column; the fact that mass relocations were a widely applied practice of most
nations and empires in this period; and that the events took place at a time when the
Ottoman state was fighting on multiple fronts and rapidly losing power and capability
to govern its lands effectively.
Throughout many years of historiographical tension between Armenians and Turks,
little direct interaction and exchange has taken place between the two sides.18 Their
assumptions, their preferred facts, the order in which these facts are utilized, as well as
the presentations of intent, political interests, military strategies, and the events themselves have grown to become mutually exclusive. The competing narratives of the
events of 1915 regularly are rehashed in response to political pressures and needs.
Thus, the contemporary relations between the Republic of Turkey and Armenia are
held hostage to these two diametrically opposed historiographies regarding 1915.
Robin George Collingwood aptly suggested that historians are expected to
“reconstruct” the past by using “historical imagination” to “re-enact” the thought processes of historical persons based on information and evidence from historical sources.19 When Armenian historians claim that 1.5 million Armenians “died” or “were
killed” in 1915, they hardly examine why and how they died? Did they die as a result
of famine, infectious diseases, other ravages of war during their relocation ordeal, or
were they murdered? Historians are expected to focus not only on producing records
of the past but more importantly on the thoughts, motives and intentions of actors.
Yet, we must also realize that the consequences of events, triggered by purposeful

18
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actors, are not always foreseeable or desired. The events are not direct outward expressions of these thoughts but in most cases the functions of capabilities.
It should be added that there are a number of problems with the Turkish historiography about the events of 1915. While the oft-repeated number of one and a half million Armenian deaths obviously is exaggerated and inconsistent with the pre-war
Armenian population of the Ottoman Empire and the number of the survivors, Turkish
historians sometimes oversimplified this issue and limited themselves to proving that
the number of Armenian losses were around or less than 300,000. However, as
Andrew Mango noted, the magnitude of the Armenian suffering would have been hard
to ignore even if we accept the lowest figure of 200,000.20 For a long time, Turkish
historiography has ignored the issue and hardly produced any original work other than
to list the official archives of the Ottoman state. The lack of contextualization still is
the main shortcoming of Turkish historiography.
In the current Armenian narrative, the image of the “Terrible Turk” turns into that of the
“genocidal Turk.” As part of this image, Armenians are seen as perpetual victims who merely
reacted to Ottoman oppression. It has to be noted that this tendency dates back to the
Armenian nationalists of the Ottoman Era who sometimes classified Turks as a human cancer
that ought to be liquidated. For instance, the Dashnaks in a 1914 publication described the
Turks as an “ominous and treacherous Mongolian race” who “for the peace and tranquility
of the world ought to be eliminated,” while the Armenians in the same publication are
described as “one of the most genuine and elegant peoples of the Aryan race.”21
This perspective considers the outcome as the point of departure for its characterization of history, and in its vision the facts retrospectively are reordered to prove the
genocidal intent of the Turks. However, to distinguish between the inside and outside
events, one has to avoid the assumption of intentions based on outcomes. Instead, historians are expected to recognize that policy choices are available on the basis of capabilities, but that implementation is not always controlled, leading to unintended
outcomes. Being that the execution of policy is largely a function of capabilities, not
all outcomes are intended, and should not necessarily reflect on policy planning. The
Armenian version of the events of 1915, which insists on the label of genocide, conflates the intentions of the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP) with policy
choices, erratic implementation, and outcomes.
The Armenian historiography sees the entire nineteenth and early twentieth century
Ottoman-Armenian relationship as “hostile, conflictual, and genocidal” and accuses the
“Turks” of pursuing a policy of ethnic homogenization.22 The Turkish historiography
denies the label of genocide and insists that the historical record prior to 1878 indicates no serious ethnic problems between the Ottoman government and its Armenian
subjects.23 Indeed, they cite the fact that several Armenians had held high positions in
20
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the Ottoman government, including that of prime minster, and Armenians had been
regarded as loyal subjects.24 But The Treaty of Berlin, under which the Ottoman
Empire was obliged to recognize the independence or autonomy of its former provinces of Bosnia, Bulgaria, Romania and Serbia also contained clauses requiring the
Empire to recognize rights of non-Muslim religious minorities. Rather than resolve
issues in the Balkans, the Treaty of Berlin actually set in motion the rise of nationalist
sentiments in the Balkans, Anatolia and the Arab provinces of the Ottoman Empire.25
By, 1915, when the Ottoman Empire was involved in the First World as a belligerent
against its longtime enemy, the Russian Empire, the decision to uproot Armenians in
eastern Anatolia was seen as a “military necessity.” Unfortunately, the Ottoman state
did not have the capacity to carry the relocation out in an orderly manner, and it was
unable to prevent the tremendous human suffering that consequently occurred as a
result of trying to implement a policy in the midst of a war of survival against
Russia.26 The Turkish side also emphasizes that genocide is a legal term, a crime
clearly defined under international law with the Genocide Convention of 1948, and
therefore is not applicable to the events in 1915. However, from the Armenian perspective, any discussion of military necessities or harsh conditions directs attention
away from the Ottoman responsibility for genocide, and draws accusations of
“denialism” from Armenian historians.27
By rigidly adhering to a genocide thesis, this ‘Armenian version’ of the events
depicts the Armenians as victims vis-a-vis “Muslim/Turkish perpetrators”– another
artificially homogenized group. Furthermore, it moralizes history and leaves the righteous high ground exclusively to the ‘victims,’ thus diminishing Armenian agency
while emphasizing Muslim or Turkish agency. This version of the historiography formulates statements about the intentions of Ottoman government officials based on
known outcomes, which then are accepted unquestioningly by the Armenian public as
‘truth.’ Such interpretations offer an adhesive reason for Armenian diaspora communities to unite around a deep sense of “pain” and “loss” rather then to embrace assimilation in the countries where they live. There are also competing theses over the causes
and consequences within the Armenian historiography.28
A popular thesis treats Islam as the main motive for the relocations and killings of
the Armenians. According to Vahakn Dadrian, the events of 1915 only can be understood as genocide, and he argues that genocide primarily was motivated by Islam
29
Dadrian’s version brands Islam as
and
23 only secondarily by Turkish nationalism.
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dismissive of equality, and argues that when the European powers forced the
Ottoman state to internalize equality before the law, many Muslims could not accept
this and became radicalized against the Christians. He ignores the conscious efforts
of the Tanzimat leaders to move toward a more secular and egalitarian form of citizenship under the new policy of Ottomanism. In addition, Dadrian does not put the
Ottoman Empire in the context of other 19-century empires “such as the proximate
Russian Empire, which carried on vendettas against various border nationalities
(sometimes because of their revolutionary activities) and the British Empire, which
also relegated non-Anglicans to the status of second-class citizens.”30 In his polemical
work, Warrant for Genocide, Dadrian concludes that genocide was the culmination of
a deep-seated Islamic-Christian conflict that existed for centuries. He argues that “The
Ottoman Empire, for most of its history was, and remained, a theocracy which, by
definition and fact, cannot be secularized; laws that are predicated upon permanently
fixed and intractable religious precepts cannot be modified, much less reformed.”31 In
addition, Dadrian contends that Ottoman culture was belligerent and never tolerated
any tension with “subject minorities.”32 Dadrian, a sociologist who shaped the debate
more than any other scholar, treated the communal massacres during the reign of
Abdulhamid II (r. 1877–1909) as “a prelude to, if not a rehearsal for, the World War
[WWI] genocide.”33
In this theological reading of Ottoman-Armenian relations as a series of genocides, Dadrian ignores the security threat that the Armenian revolutionary committees generated; their collaboration with Russia; and the Armenian occupation of
the eastern Ottoman province of Van in 1915, all of which created a threat perception in Istanbul that certain Armenian communities in Anatolia had to be
removed in order to prevent a collapse of the Ottoman Anatolian heartland. In
his work, however, Dadrian assigns agency to Islam as a motivating force that
facilitated, if not justified, the killings of Christians. In effect, he treats the
Young Turks as “religious fanatics,” which for objective historians of the era
seems more like a fictional fantasy than objective reality, given that the Young
Turks were mostly secular-oriented and their world views had been shaped by
positivist ideology. Furthermore, Dadrian’s reading of the past ignores the relatively peaceful co-existence of Christians, Muslims and Jews that had prevailed
within the Ottoman Empire for over six centuries due to the Ottomans’ millet
system of government.
Richard Hovannisian, who produced the most nationalist Armenian historiography,
tends to explain the relocations and the massacres of the Armenians on the basis of
radicalized Turkish nationalism.34 Those who stress the role of Turkish nationalism
focus
on the responsibility of the ambitious CUP leadership as a radical Turkish
29
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nationalist group that used WWI as an “opportunity” to end the Armenian presence in
Anatolia.35 These historians deny the role of Armenian nationalists who “lit the fuse
of the bomb and blew up their own community.”36 Bedros Der Matossian aptly summarizes the nationalist claims of the Armenian political parties in the following way:
While the ARF [Armenian Revolutionary Federation] program aspired to freedom
and autonomy within the framework of the empire, the Hunchak program aspired
to the complete separation and independence of Turkish Armenia. Consequently,
these groups used different tactics to achieve their goals. For example, in order
to quickly bring European attention to the Armenian Question, the Hunchaks
staged mass demonstrations.37
Michael Reynolds, a leading historian of the Caucasus, argues, “whereas the
Hunchaks tended to prefer mass protests, the Dashnaks [same as ARF] formed armed
units to conduct guerrilla warfare in the countryside and terrorism in cities … Some
[Armenian] revolutionaries mounted attacks to provoke Ottoman reprisals and thereby
win European sympathy and, ultimately trigger intervention.”38
By their actions in WWI, the Armenian revolutionaries not only destroyed their relations with the Ottoman government and strengthened the ability of the Russian troops
to destroy Ottoman defenses in eastern Anatolia and the Cilicia region, but also
brought a catastrophe on the entire Armenian community in Anatolia, the majority of
whom were peasant families and most likely uninvolved in politics. The revolutionary
Armenian nationalists, however, perceived World War I as an opportunity. Based on
his research of the Russian archives, Reynolds states that “The Armenian National
Council cooperated with the [Russian] government to establish four volunteer regiments, known as druzhiny, to serve in an invasion.”39 Indeed, such prominent Ottoman
Armenian politicians as Karekin Pastermaciyan joined and led these volunteer units
against the Ottoman army.40 Justin McCarthy, who examined the war situation on the
Russian frontiers, showed the effect of the Armenian volunteer regiments on the failing
Ottoman army by cutting telegraph wires, attacking military convoys and assassinating
civilian and military officials.41
Elie Kedourie, a leading authority on the late Ottoman Empire and nationalism, provides a much more nuanced argument. Kedourie points out two significant factors,
without which one cannot explain the emergence of Turkish nationalism and its shape:
Great Power involvement in the Armenian nationalist cause; and the zealous quality of
Armenian nationalist leaders. Kedourie’s discussion of the conflict as it became
35
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solidified in the late nineteenth century illustrates how the eventual catastrophe had
several parties, including the Armenian leadership:
No means but insurrection: this was clear and it was meant seriously. The
leaders of the Armenian nationalist movement had already decided that autonomy
was their goal and they thought they had a strategy to achieve it. And these
leaders took care that Armenians would not be found to help with the reforms.42
Singling out Turkish nationalism as a causal force misreads the greater socio-political
context in which it emerged. Also, it ignores the impact of the deportations and mass
violence against the Muslims in the Caucasus, the Balkans, as well as in eastern Anatolia.
Among the significant factors that consistently disregarded are the following: The
impact on the political culture and economy in Anatolia of the sudden influx of large numbers of destitute Muslim refugees who had been expelled from their homelands in the
Balkans; the struggle over the control of arable lands; European policies in favor of the
Christian Armenian population and their enrichment at the expense of traditional Muslim
artisans and merchants; and the undermining effect that the penetration of European capitalism had on Ottoman society. In short, Muslim sentiment on the eve of WWI was influenced by European supported economic and political policies that had uprooted thousands
of Muslims from their eastern European homelands and had to be resettled in Anatolia.
However, most Armenian historians ignore the impact of above tragic history on the
eve of 1914 and instead point to the religion of Islam or Turkish nationalism to explain
the causes of the 1915 relocations and massacres of Armenians in eastern Anatolia. One
exception is Stephan H. Astourian, who provides a reasonable contextual explanation to
what happened, why it happened, and how it happened. By utilizing world-system theory,
he places the Ottoman state as a semi-colonized state within the larger competitive world
system. Within this system, Christian minorities, including the Armenians, lived in selfcontained communal autonomy, known as the millet system. The colonial rivalry among
major powers, along with the penetration of European capitalism, and the Tanzimat
reforms destroyed the traditional hierarchical system and helped to create a new political
environment in which equality and justice before the law became the main framework of
reintegrating separate communities under the Ottoman state system. This new environment created an opportunity for Armenian communities to become more self-assertive
and demand new political rights. The Tanzimat reforms and the weakening of state finances resulted in the destruction of local economies and created relative deprivation among
the traditional Ottoman artisans’ vis-a-vis better off Armenian merchants. This relative
discrepancy in economic wealth translated into further distancing of the two communities
and resulted in a series of communal clashes and massacres.43 Nevertheless, in other
works Astourian inexplicably shifts his causal argument from world-system theory to
nationalism and argues that the killings of Armenians were the product of Turkish nationalism.44 This approach assumes the existence of a well-developed Turkish nationalism
that motivated the policies of CUP officials to homogenize Anatolia.
42
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The CUP leaders were not nationalists but rather statists who favored the unity of
the empire and also stressed Islamic solidarity, especially under the war conditions.
The Young Turks had a vague understanding of nation, and their main task was to
protect the state. The re-discovery of Islam as a new unifier and an instrument of
social mobilization was closely linked with the sense of humiliation and victimization
the Young Turks experienced during the Balkan wars, the loss of vast Ottoman territory there and the ensuing massacres and ethnic cleansing of Ottoman Muslims there.45
Moreover, the intervention of European powers in the name of Ottoman Christian
minorities turned these minorities into a “security threat” or “concern” and further
alienated the Young Turks from the minorities. The Young Turks believed that radical
Armenians such as the Dashnaks preferred Russian to Ottoman rule. Indeed, the alliance of Armenian revolutionary groups with Russia enhanced the Ottoman threat perception about the Armenian communities in Anatolia, and this concern was augmented
further when Armenian voluntary units began fighting on the side of Russia after the
latter country invaded eastern Anatolia in late 1914 As a result, the Ottoman state
came to regard the entire Armenian population in Anatolia as a security threat.

Genocidizing the Past and the Use of the Court
Many societies enrich contemporary political debates and offer solutions to their present problems by openly debating past experiences and events. Edward Hallet Carr, in
his famous book, What is History, argues that history “is a continuous process of interaction between the historian and his facts, an unending dialogue between the past and
the present.”46 Carr argues that historical studies should serve to broaden the public’s
understanding of the past and that there is no single history about the past as the values of society change along with new methods.47 Indeed, the debates over the causes,
processes and consequences of the events of 1915 still continue between historians and
the public at large, contributing not only to democratic development but also to the
understanding of current political relations.
History develops narratives along with cause-and-effect relationships to explain
what happened and why it happened. As new narratives continuously emerge to
address these factors, it is difficult to establish a single hegemonic story about the
past. Those who seek to legislate the past and prevent new historical research are usually reluctant to face this uncomfortable truth. They abuse history and selectively construct
their own self-fulfilling story, and use the law to criminalize anyone who
44
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challenges their narrative. History is a discipline that seeks to explain the past; while
the law’s main objective is to judge whether events implicate any rights defined by the
society. Put another way, law judges, while history explains. They are related, but separate disciplines. Since genocide is a legal term, along with memory laws, one should
resist pressures to criminalize certain interpretations of events, or to reduce a complex
set of historical events into a single crime described by a single word, genocide. This
is why the initiative by Liberte pour L’Histoire is so important: a group of historians
organized to resist political pressure to canonize certain versions of history and attempt
to criminalize the opposing views. In the case of Turkey, efforts by some European
countries or bodies to label the 1915 events as genocide through political declarations
or to codify history through declarations are thinly veiled attempts to keep Turkey out
of the EU. Many actors in these efforts are motivated by Islamophobia and
Turkophobia rather than by the quest for historical truth. Extending further, many
actors in these efforts are motivated more strongly by a partisan-driven need to regulate, fueled by emotional sentiments of Islamophobia and Turkophobia, rather than by
the fair-minded, evidence-based quest for historical truth. Of note is the EU
Parliament’s statement upon passing a resolution on June 18, 1987:
The EU Parliament believes that the tragic events in 1915–1917 involving the
Armenians living in the territory of the Ottoman Empire constitute genocide
within the meaning of the convention on the prevention and the punishment of the
crime of genocide adopted by the UN General Assembly on 9 December 1948;
Recognizes, however, that the present Turkey cannot be held responsible for the
tragedy experienced by the Armenians of the Ottoman Empire and stresses that
neither political nor legal or material claims against present-day Turkey can be
derived from the recognition of this historical event as an act of genocide.48
In 1999, after EU leaders at the Helsinki Summit had agreed on Turkey’s “candidate
status,” the European-based Armenian Diaspora organization (Euro-Armenie ASBL)
and two French Armenians applied to the Court of First Instance of the European
Communities in October 2003 and indicated that Turkey’s status of candidacy to the
EU contravened the EU Parliament’s resolution of 18 June 1987. They claimed that
(a) the Resolution of 18 June 1987 recognizes the Armenian genocide and its denial
would constitute an obstacle for Turkey’s membership; and (b) Armenians were
offended by the recognition of Turkey’s candidate status for EU membership and had
requested moral and symbolic compensation. The plaintiffs argued that Turkey’s candidate status should be withdrawn, as the country had not recognized genocide as indicated by the EU Parliament resolution. The European Court of Justice rejected the
lawsuit, claiming the Court’s declaration that European Union Parliament resolutions
are not legally binding, as per the following statement (para.19):
It suffices to point out that the 1987 resolution is a document containing
declarations of a purely political nature, which may be amended by the
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Parliament at any time. It cannot therefore have binding legal consequences for
its author nor, a fortiori, for the other defendant institutions.49
The EU Parliament’s original declaration is also full of contradictions. The
Parliament not only aspires to become a body of historians to decipher the complex
events of 1915 but also seeks to function as a court to decide whether the Ottomans
carried out the crime of genocide. The same declaration also indicates that the
Republic of Turkey is not responsible for the events of 1915 but never hesitates to ask
the same Republic to recognize it. The Parliament erroneously sees the historical and
juridical perspectives as its simultaneous purview. However, the creeds of politicallyinspired hope and the historical record of truth that demands eternal vigilance against
the tenacity of injustice cannot function in unison within the realm of Parliament. As
for the matter of determining and recognizing the 1915 events as genocide, it will be
determined not capriciously by a political body but by way of a prior juridical precedent and decision carrying the weight of res judicata and which has been rendered by
an international court. And, it will be the weight of professional historians who rise
above temptations of hagiography and ahistoricism to chronicle meticulously the truth
even when history has not necessarily exacted its own retribution.
Current Turkish historiography does not deny the suffering of the Armenians; rather
it challenges the legal characterization of these events. The debate is not over what
took place, but rather over how to name these events. In other words, there is little
questioning of the actus resus, the acts of massacre that took place against Armenians
but at issue is the dolus specialis, the special intent of these acts that would raise them
to the crime of genocide. Moreover, when the events of 1915 were unfolding there
was no such crime called genocide. The concept of genocide was not recognized as a
matter of international law until 1948. Furthermore, as pointed out by Christian J.
Tams, et al, “states that joined the treaty [the Convention on the Prevention and
Punishment of the Crime of Genocide] at a later stage only are bound pro future, not
for acts, facts, or situations prior to their ratification or accession.”50 Professor
William Schabas, the former president of the International Association of Genocide
Scholars (IAGS), has stated, “It is not enough to say that the phenomenon of genocide
has always been present. We have to demonstrate that the crime of genocide was recognized at law. Otherwise we are confronted with the fundamental principle nullum
crimen sine lege – [no crime without law] criminal laws do not apply retroactively.
This principle is in all of the international human rights conventions, and most national
constitutions.”51 In fact, the general norm in international law is that law is not retrospective in application. It could only applied to the events that occurred subsequent to
the Genocide Convention.
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As long as Armenians insist on the legal term of genocide to describe the events,
there is very little hope of reconciliation. The term “genocide” denotes a crime clearly
defined with very specific conditions of proof. It was first legally codified by the
Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of Genocide (the 1948 Convention),
which was adopted by the United Nations General Assembly in 1948 and entered into
force in 1951. The International Court of Justice (ICJ), in its judgment of 3 February
2015 in the case of Croatia v. Serbia, underlined that the 1948 Convention is not
retroactive. Its substantive provisions do not impose upon a State obligations in relation to acts said to have occurred before that State became bound by the Convention
or before the Convention’s adoption. To say otherwise is to disregard the logic, as
well as the presumption, against retroactivity of treaty obligations enshrined in the
Vienna Convention on the Law of Treaties. There is no basis for doing so in the text
of the 1948 Convention, or in preparatory works (I.C.J. Croatia v. Serbia 2015, para.
95-100). For the ICJ, claims against a State involving charges of the crime of genocide
must be proved by evidence that is fully conclusive (I.C.J. Croatia v. Serbia 2015,
para.178). It is not for the accused country to prove a negative fact, for example the
absence of facts constituting the actus reus of genocide within the meaning of Article
II of the 1948 Convention. It is for the accusing party to demonstrate the existence of
the facts put forward in support of its claims (I.C.J. Croatia v. Serbia 2015, para.
174-175). For the ICJ– the sole authorized arbiter on the question of state responsibility for genocide according to the 1948 Convention –the threshold for proving the
crime of “genocide” is extremely high. It is not sufficient for the members of a particular group to be targeted because they belong to that group, but the acts in question
must at the same time be perpetrated with intent to destroy the group as such in whole
or in part (dolus specialis). In other words, in order for genocide to be established, a
specific intent must be present and convincingly demonstrated. According to the judgments of the ICJ in the cases of Bosnia-Herzegovina v. Serbia and Croatia v. Serbia,
the deportation or displacement of the members of a group, even if effected by force,
is not necessarily equivalent to destruction of that group, nor should a person assume
that destruction will be a necessary consequence of the displacement. (I.C.J. BosniaHerzegovina v. Serbia 2007, p. 123, para. 190; (I.C.J. Croatia v. Serbia 2015, p. 64,
para.162). Genocide, thus, is a specific and narrowly defined crime, reflecting the
interests and compromises of the parties that drafted the 1948 Convention. Despite its
rare application, it has proven a useful and durable concept.

Dissatisfaction with Legal Constraints
Today Armenians, along with certain European groups, seek to politicize and legislate
the events of 1915 as genocide. Armenian groups vigilantly have pursued the legal
avenue to deny freedom of speech to contra-genocide views, especially in Europe. A
recent criminal case was brought in Switzerland against a Turkish politician and several Turkish Swiss groups for “denying the Armenian genocide.” Dogu Perincek, who
was convicted by a Swiss court, appealed to the European Court of Human Rights
(ECtHR), which overturned the Swiss verdict.52 The group, Liberte pour l’histoire:
52
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welcomed with great satisfaction the judgement held by the Grand Chamber of
the European Court of Human Rights, on the 15th of October 2015 on the socalled Perinçek case condemning the Swiss government for violation of freedom
of expression for Dogu Perinçek.53
As emphasized by the European Court of Human Rights in the case Perinçek v.
Switzerland, the nature of the events of 1915 is a matter of legitimate historical and
political debate, particularly among academics, protected by the freedom of expression.
Accepting the Armenian national narrative as uncontested fact is, therefore, legally
problematic. There exists no judgment in which any competent court has confirmed
the genocide narrative regarding the events of 1915. The ECtHR, in the case Perinçek
v. Switzerland, and the French Constitutional Court, in its judgment of 8 January 2016
on the “Gayssot Act,” made a distinction between the clearly established facts of the
Holocaust by a competent international court, and the lack thereof regarding the events
of 1915. Both courts emphasized that the crimes perpetrated by the Nazi regime had
been previously adjudicated and clearly established according to Article 6, subparagraph (c), of the Charter of the (Nuremberg) International Military Tribunal,
annexed to the London Agreement of 8 August 1945. By contrast, the ECtHR
emphasized that the alleged consensus concerning the legal characterisation of the
events of 1915 cannot be relied on in relation to the notion of “genocide,” which
remains a precisely defined legal concept.
The European Court expressed further doubts about the existence of an alleged general consensus, particularly among academics, regarding the events of 1915. Given that
historical research is, by definition, subject to controversy and dispute and does not
really lend itself to definitive conclusions or the assertion of objective and absolute
truths, this should not come as a surprise. Accordingly, to apply the term “genocide”
to the events of 1915, which predate the 1948 Convention and where no legal judgement exists, is incompatible with both logic and international law. In short, the attempt
to rewrite history through the power of law did not result in what many Armenians
hoped to achieve. Rather, it has opened more space to discuss the events outside the
politically and socially charged term of genocide.
The issue today is what should be done in order to bring the two sides together to
develop shared facts and discourse, along with a language, to discuss both what happened in 1915 and why. In order to stop the abuse of history, I would suggest the
establishment of a commission of independent historians to examine the events of
1915 and to facilitate an informed and objective opinion on the basis of archival sources. Kai Ambos, a leading international law scholar, aptly argues that concerning the
issue of genocide accusation, “we can conclude from all of this that no final judgment
should be made before a report has been presented by an independent historical commission duly advised by international criminal lawyers.”54
denial of the Armenian genocide. The ECtHR Chamber concluded that the reasons given by the
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Commission of Historians
History and memory are related, but they are not the same. Memory is constructed and
politically charged to cope with present problems and issues. Maurice Halbwachs, the
French sociologist who coined the term “collective memory,” indicated that memory,
by its nature, is a socially mediated phenomenon.55 Memory is shaped by social and
political surroundings, and most of the time it is constructed to cope with present challenges. History is a discipline that seeks to explain what happened, why it happened,
and how it happened, on the basis of inter-textually examined archival sources. The
goal of historians is to reconstruct the most objective narrative of past events. In order
to create a shared language between Turkey and Armenia, in 2009 both countries
signed the Zurich Protocols, a set of agreements to establish a commission of historians to examine the events of 1915 and to normalize their relations. Although the EU,
Russia and the US had brokered the agreement, the Zurich Protocols have not been
implemented due to three reasons: (1) they ignored the Armenian occupation of
Azerbaijan’s Karabakh region (since 1993), and consequently Azerbaijan threatened to
sever relations with Turkey if it opened its border with Armenia; (2) they ignored the
resistance from Armenian nationalist groups, such as expatriate Armenian communities
in Europe and North America and members of Armenia’s Constitutional Court, against
the establishment of a commission of historians to study the 1915 events; and (3) the
protocols did not include a date for ratification. Subsequently, a major blow to the
Protocols came from Armenia’s Constitutional Court, which ruled on January 12,
2010, that the Protocols could not be interpreted against the Preamble of Armenia’s
Constitution or the country’s 1991 Declaration of Independence (from the Soviet
Union). Furthermore, the Court claimed that Armenia would not give up its struggle to
obtain international recognition of the 1915 events as genocide; that Armenia would
not give up its territorial claims on Turkey; and the Protocols do not imply any recognition of the current border between Armenia and Turkey. Perhaps not unexpectedly,
this interpretive intervention by Armenia’s Constitutional Court angered Turkey and
mobilized the country’s opposition parties against the government of then Prime
Minister Erdo
gan, who accused Armenia of ‘insincerity’ and said: ‘With this mind-set
we cannot normalize relations.’ Unfortunately, the Zurich Protocols had created such a
major uproar among Armenian nationalists, who insist that the events of 1915 must be
recognized as a genocide and nothing less, that it been impossible for ten years to
establish a commission of historians to investigate the controversial and contested
events of 1915 eastern Anatolia.
Nevertheless, a commission of historians charged with carrying out a thorough
investigation of historical records surrounding the events of 1915 is the most effective
way to recognize the sufferings of all communities involved and, most importantly, to
help these communities to move forward peacefully. This commission should include
five historians from Armenia and Turkey, along with five foreign historians, who are
experts on the period of late Ottoman history. The inclusion of foreign scholars should
ensure impartiality in the Commission’s ultimate findings. The commission should
have
a pre-determined set of questions and a clear date to conclude its inquiry and
54
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release its final report to the public. It should focus on the following three issues: 1).
The context of the events and the activities of Armenian revolutionary movements
prior to World War I; 2) The conditions under which the Ottoman government decided
to relocate the Armenian population in eastern Anatolia; and 3) Why the relocation
process resulted in such catastrophic human suffering and a series of massacres of
Armenians. More specifically, the commission should seek answers to the following
set of questions: What was the military, political, and social context of the events of
1915?; Why did the Ottoman Armenian political parties defect and ally with Russia?
How realistic was the Ottoman fear of mass rebellion? Why did the Ottoman government decide to relocate the Armenians?; How was this decision implemented?; Why
did the decision result in such a major human catastrophe? What was the role of the
Ottoman local and national bureaucracy in making and implementing this decision?
Did the Ottoman government prosecute officials who did not obey orders or misused
their authority?

Conclusion
Unfortunately, both the Armenian and Turkish sides have developed their own “ethnocentric” narrative and supporting historiography. The continuous rejection of each
other’s counter-narratives over the course of time, have seen these historiographies
become even more rigid. Historians on opposite sides of this deep divide over the
events of 1915 collect evidence and write books to perpetuate their own sufferings,
while denying the humanity of the other side. These “rival traumas” or “competing
sufferings” neither serve to reconcile the communities, nor get them to engage in any
meaningful dialogue. Thus the conflict of the past is perpetuated through contentious
memories in the present.
Quite simply, the respective versions of the historiography tend to treat one side as
an absolute victim and the other as an absolute perpetrator. Moreover, it assumes that
each of those past groups was homogeneous and demands that the present generation
atone for the actions of their ancestors. It creates a direct lineage between the past and
present through the descendants of victims and perpetrators as if they are one and the
same. The issue is not about understanding the past, but rather marshalling it for political gain and influence in the present. For the ordinary Turk, the accusation of murder
by the Armenians seems more emotional than rational, and as such it stresses that
there is a fundamental disconnect between the two sides. In order to bring the two
communities together, historians must avoid using collective (homogenizing) categories
such as Turks and Armenians.
The portrayal of 1915 is affected not only by the two distinct sides in the debate,
but also by outsiders who seek to use it as pretext for undermining, or even excluding,
one of the two groups, as reflected in the European Parliament’s position on Turkey’s
membership, which just recently called on Turkey to recognize the “Armenian genocide.”56 As far as the events of 1915 are concerned, people are less interested in discussing what happened in the past than they are in using history to maneuver in the
56
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present international power configuration. The key obstacle to reconciliation between
the Turkish and Armenian communities today is the abuse of history by political actors
and, by extension, the politicized versions of history this engenders. A way to overcome these obstacles is to unpack this “us versus them” paradigm, and examine the
connection between the past and present. Indeed, the current international political situation, as evidenced by the recent intervention of some states into this historical issue,
enables leaders to utilize the past as an instrument for the maintenance of conflict in
the present.
To create a shared language of dialogue between the Armenian and Turkish sides, a
historical commission needs to be established to review all of the available and relevant documents and create a free and open environment for dialogue among scholars.
This would allow scholars freely to air their perspectives in an effort to consider, and
reconsider, the facts as they discuss the causes and consequences of what happened
in 1915.
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