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Taboo is something you cannot dare discuss, unless you’re not afraid to be called a “traitor”. 

Turkey has known many taboos: Class concept/Communism/socialism, Kurd, Kurdistan, Cyprus, secularism, and Ataturk himself. 

These are taboo no more. People can discuss them now. But the 1915 Armenian Issue, considered very closely related with “the territorial integrity of the state and the nation” (I’ll come back to this; see page 11) still keeps being a taboo, probably the last of its kind in the rapidly democratizing country. 

There must be strong reasons for this. I’ll analyze them in three distinct periods the effects of which should nonetheless be considered cumulatively: 1) The roots of the Taboo in the last days of the Ottoman Empire; 2) The Taboo during the Turkish Independence War and the Early Republican Era; 3) The Taboo Today.

I)  The roots of the Taboo in the last days of the Ottoman Empire: The Birth of the “Sevres Paranoia”.

The Issue is hardly a taboo at the sunset of the Empire. It is spoken and discussed.  Tribunals are set up and death sentences given and carried out. But the roots of the Taboo go down as far as this period. 

A) The Psychology of Survival
Both the Westernized elites (Ittihat ve Terakki; Union and Progress Party, in particular) and the people (eşraf; the notables, in particular) are in a state of panic due to this psychology. The former are more panicky of course, but the people are also alarmed in proportion with their level of interest in national affairs
:

The elites are in panic. This is what we see if we enter into the brains of the Ittihat ve Terakki:

a) The first two strategies of saving the Empire (Ottomanism and Islamism) finally met with defeat. The Balkans have left, the Arabs followed suit. The only way to save the crumbling Empire is now Turkism/Turanism.  If Europe throws the Empire from Anatolia as well, and this idea is quite widespread in western Europe
, the only solution is to return to the “first homeland”, i.e., Turan (Central Asia). But Armenia and the Armenians are on the way
.  

b) The end seems close and it is hastened by Western Europe and particularly Russia, “the eternal enemy”. What the Armenian revolutionary parties (Tashnak, and Hintchak in particular) are trying to do is to invite these deadly enemies.  The non-Muslims in general and Armenians in particular seeking their protection are their Fifth Column: The External Enemy and the Internal Enemy are perfectly matching. Helplessness is inevitable vis-à-vis the former but not the latter. This helplessness can even be remedied by getting rid of the Internal Enemy.   

c) The Greeks have betrayed, and now it’s the turn of the “Loyal Nation”, as Armenians are called after 1821. What’s more, not only are they doing it in remote Anatolia but they are killing policemen in the heart of the capital Istanbul as well (1890 Kumkapi, 1896 Bab-i  Ali, 1896 the Ottoman Bank).  Their methods is fearfully similar to the Balkan rebels (komitaci) and that rings the alarm bells.  It also reminds of a formula only too familiar: Insurrection → Ottoman intervention → European intervention → Autonomy → Independence.  

The Muslim people of the Empire is already very reactive to “equal rights for the non-Muslims” stipulated by the Western-dictated 1839 (Tanzimat) and 1856 (İslahat) reforms. These mean that everything is now upside down. These even mean that “The feet have become the heads” because the non-Muslims are rich. Therefore, the Muslim masses share with Ittihat ve Terakki the following elements of panic:  

d) The Empire has lost 85% of its land and 75% of its population during the last 50 years only (1870-1920)
.  Istanbul is full of miserable Balkan refugees.  Women and children are selling their flesh for a loaf of bread. The Empire is ultimately dishonored, beneath contempt. That’s an unbearable end. 

e) The Balkans and the Middle East are lost, but these were not the homeland. Now the homeland Anatolia is being finished by the Armenian uprisings at a time when the Empire endures the Sarikamis catastrophy (January 1915; 40.000 soldiers froze on the Russian front) and the Dardanelles calamity (March 1915; 250.000 casualties). 

f) The Armenians, 4.000 of them organized in 4 battalions, are fighting against the Empire side by side with the Russians, the deadly enemy
.  

B) Ideological and Economic Roots:

The Ittihat ve Terakki’s “National Economy” policy must cleanse the economy of the non-Muslims and hand it over to “Muslim Merchants”. This policy finds its perfect reflection among the Anatolian eşraf who seized the Armenian lands and houses after 1915.

Illuminating is he story of the Antep Resistance, a very important legend in the Turkish Independence War, as a result of which this city was officially doted of the surname “Gazi” (war veteran): The British were the first occupiers of the city. Although this lasted over nine months from 17 December 1918 until November 1919, no resistance came. It came when the French army took over from the British on 9 November: It contained “Armenians that had left the region”
. 

II) The Birth of the Taboo during the Independence War and the Beginnings of the Republic: 

Now, let us enter into the brains of the founders of the Republic.

A) Sevres and the Taboo: 

The objective conditions of the independence war were almost nonexistent at the end of WW I: even nails could not be produced, the soldiers were fighting since 1911, etc. 

Dialectically, two developments instigated by the Allies rendered it possible: 

One of them is the Greek occupation of Izmir and surroundings on May 15, 1919. The British had sent them. This totally unexpected development will push the western Anatolian eşraf to side with Ankara and will start the resistance in the Aegean. It’ll also create unprecedented reaction throughout Anatolia and create the necessary psychological atmosphere for the independence war because Izmir is the main port for Anatolian export goods and because Greeks are the old subjects of the Empire.  

The other development is the Sevres Peace Treaty of 10 August 1920 as it lay down the provisions concerning Armenians and Armenia:

Arts. 142 and 144 of the Sevres Treaty dismembering the Empire stipulated that the Armenians were to return to Anatolia and fully recover their belongings which were now in the hands of the eşraf and tribal chiefs, Kurds overwhelmingly. 

Arts. 65-83 gave carte blanche for the Izmir region to join Greece in five years. Arts. 62-64 made an independent Kurdistan possible in one year. But these were potential dismemberment of the Empire, while Art. 89 practically set up a “Greater Armenia” on the Ottoman lands overwhelmingly populated by Muslims (Kurds, Turks, Laz, Circassians, etc.). President Wilson of the US was entrusted with drawing the Armenian western and southern frontiers, and the Empire had to recognize these borders without knowing how they would be drawn. 

In November, President Wilson will give Greater Armenia a very large opening to the Black Sea (west) and a large portion of the Eastern Anatolia (south). The former will infuriate the Laz (and other Black Sea peoples), and the latter the Kurds. Therefore, it is not surprising that the first nationwide nationalist congress gathered in Erzurum (23 July 1919-7 August 1919) before M.Kemal took the leadership is jointly organized by the eşraf of these two specific regions: The Trabzon Association for the Protection of National Rights; and the Erzurum branch of the Eastern Provinces’ Association for the Defense of National Rights
.

On the other hand, the Republic of Armenia (1918) recognized by and signatory of Sevres will follow this Greater Armenia dream and will claim these Ottoman lands. General K.Karabekir forces and Armenia are practically at war
. 

Consequently there are two important outcomes of the Treaty that went against the Allies and the Armenians:

1) The Treaty provisions helped to realize the Turkish independence war and create a new Republic. 

What the Kurds would do in 1919 was the crucial question. Both sides displayed strong efforts to take them to their side.  M.Kemal wrote many letters to Kurdish tribal chiefs, warning them of the “Armenian danger”: The third volume of the Nutuk (Ataturk’s Great Speech) attests to it
. The British declared they would not inculpate them of massacres during the Tehcir.  Major Noel, the well known “Kurdish Lawrence”, published a proclamation and said: “Those guilty of mercilessness will be punished, but there’ll be no revenge on the Kurds”
. 

But the objective conditions were against the British; Kurds were not persuaded. They (and also the other non-Turkish Muslims) joined forces with Ankara, making it possible the independence war and the Republic. Had the Kurds not joined the nationalist forces, and especially had they joined the innumerable internal revolts at a time when the Greek army was marching on Ankara, the nationalist would be between two fires and everything would probably be different.

Therefore, the Armenian Issue as defended by the (“infamous”) Sevres Treaty was a crucially “negative” element that helped to build the new Republic, and consequently, in transforming the Issue into a Taboo.

2) The Treaty provisions put the Armenians in the position of “The Other” vis-à-vis the building of the new Turkish identity.
 

For the non-Muslims, these provisions will create the following results in the new Republic:

a) Provisions concerning the creation of an independent Kurdistan will lead to the mono-ethnic definition of the Turkish identity in the 1930s,

b) Provisions concerning the joining of Izmir to Greece will end up with the compulsory exchange of the Rums of Anatolia in 1923, and their cleansing that went on well until the 1970s,

c) Provisions concerning Armenia and the Armenians  (142, 144, 226, 228-230) and causing the biggest fear will declare the Armenians the principle enemy. Fear from and enmity towards Armenians (and in general, non-Muslims) will become the main identity forming and consciousness raising element of the new State
. Erzurum Congress (July-August 1919) declares: “We’ll interpret all occupations and interventions as directed towards establishing Rumness and Armenianness [Rum and Armenian states]”, and another typical early manifestation is a circular signed M. Kemal in 17 Mart 1920 concerning the convocation of a Grand National Assembly in Ankara: “Non-Muslims will not be permitted to participate to the elections”
.

In other words, Sevres is instrumental in spotting who is to be considered outside the new Turkish identity.

B) Other developments leading to the creation of the Taboo

1) M.Kemal was one of the rare Ittihat ve Terakki figures who had no complicity in the 1915 massacres and who severely criticized the other members who participated to it. F.R.Atay, famous writer and one of his closest collaborators notes that he scolded one Ittihat ve Terakki member in Halep, probably in the second half of 1916: “When it comes to killing people behind the front, you all become heroes!”
.  M. Kemal was very critical of the massacres at the outset:

i) In September 1919, General Harbord of the US was visiting Anatolia to investigate about a possible US mandate in Armenia. While talking to him about the massacres, M. Kemal used the expression: “The work of a small committee that got hold of Turkey”
. According to an Armenian witness, he spoke of the Ittihat ve Terakki leaders as “Murderers” while he was visiting the Armenian camps in Halep in 1917
. 

ii) The 20-22 October 1919 Amasya Protocols between the Ottoman and Ankara governments recognized the criminal role of the Ittihat ve Terakki in 1915 massacres: “The lawful punishment of those who committed crimes during the deportations is an imperative of justice and of policy”
; 

iii) The 28 January 1920 Misak-ı Milli (The National Pact; the document summarizing the basic nationalist platform) included a Punishment Agreement (Tecziye Ahitnamesi, also called Madde-i Müstakile, the Independent Article). This little-known document asked that investigations be opened against those “cabinet members and those collaborating with them causing harm to the State and to the Nation in internal and external politics”, thus defining the 1915 criminals between the lines
.

2) As important Ittihat ve Terakki figures responsible of the 1915 tragedy one way or the other started to join Ankara
, and as the same Military Tribunal of Istanbul which condemned to death those accused of crimes of 1915 also sentenced M. Kemal and his close collaborators to death in absentia on 11 May 1920, the attitude of Ankara radically changes in the Sevres atmosphere: 

i) Punishment Agreement is excluded from the text of Misak-i Milli. I personally learned about it in 2000 only. Hardly anyone in Turkey has ever heard of it. 

ii) Military Tribunal of Ankara is dissolved on 20 August 1920
. 

iii) Salaries are attributed to those deported to Malta as suspects of 1915
; 

vii) Kemal Bey and Nusret Bey executed for 1915 are declared national martyrs
; 

v) A general amnesty is declared on 31 Mart 1923. Anyway, the Lausanne Treaty that replaced the null Sevres Treaty declares a general amnesty for political and military offenses occurred between 1 August 1914 and 20 November 1922.  

When the time of Lausanne Conference comes, the Turkish delegation is handed a 14-article instructions. Two of those are to be strictly observed: 1) Capitulations cannot be accepted; 2) Armenian Homeland cannot be accepted
. In other words, the Armenian Issue is one of the two imperatives on the way to Lausanne. 

***

Consequently, the following understanding is prevalent among the people and especially among the elites: “We gave rights to these non-Muslims in 1839 and 1856. It wasn’t sufficient for them. They asked for the motherland. What’s more they tried to take it away with the help of our enemies. From now on, there is no place for them in this country. If there is place for them, there is no place for us”. In other words non-Muslim minorities are the greatest threat to national security and territorial/political integrity” in the minds of Muslim people.

In conclusion, such thing as the Armenian Issue has disappeared from the collective memory. I personally heard of such a thing once when I was an exchange student in the US. A good friend of mine, Bob Harabedjian as I remember his name, made a joke: “You dirty Turk, you cut the Armenians!” I had understood nothing. The thing had disappeared from the memory of Turkey decades ago.   

III) The Taboo today: The return of the Sevres Paranoia
Now, it’s time to enter into the brains of the Turkish people today. That’ll take more effort.

Today the Sevres Paranoia is back. Stronger. The reasons are multiple:

1) The ongoing effects of the Millet System:

The Millet System prevalent in the Empire since 1454 but theoretically extinct since 1839 and 1856 had never disappeared from public mind. This system had two foregoing characteristics: 1) It was not assimilationist; it was a pluralist system that respected and protected ethnic and religious differences of the non-Muslims; 2) It was, deep inside, discriminatory, and this was most natural especially given the period.  Non-Muslims were definitely second class subjects vis-à-vis the Muslims in the semi-feudal Empire.  

When Turkish nationalism finally started to rise (rather late compared to other nationalisms in the Empire), this first characteristic disappeared and the second rose to the surface.  As a result this nationalism particularly underlined the second characteristic and used it as the main concept to build its national identity against
. 

2) The effects of ignorance:

The first time that people in Turkey heard about something called tehcir (deportation) was when assassinations of Turkish diplomats by diaspora Armenians (ASALA, JCAG) started in 1973.  People were totally astonished. Those who were able to learn a little more were scared to hear that 1915 was the work of a very secret organization called Teşkilat-ı Mahsusa (The Special Organization). They kept silent. Mouth to ear stories contributed to this. 

Another point of ignorance was that, until today, the 19th century Armenian uprisings relied on solid reasons. (for the general public the same is true even today).   Therefore, the official ideology’s explanation “These uprisings were for inviting the foreign powers” was very convincing. So was “The Armenians struck us at the back during the war”.

Everybody thought that the deportation was done to stop the Armenians to strike the Ottoman armies from the rear. Nobody knew that the deportation had been carried even in Thrace and that even women and children were deported. (for the general public the same is true even today). 

In this atmosphere of ignorance counter-massacres by the Armenians were particularly underlined. After 1980 common graves were discovered where “butchered Muslims” were found buried. Some writers today go as far as asserting “There is no such thing as Armenian genocide; there is a Muslim genocide”. This is made possible by a very thick cloud of ignorance still operating among the public. 

I do not believe what some writers believe: The Taboo is not there because people do not want to learn that persons they cherish are killers. The only person they cherish, rightly or wrongly, is Ataturk, and he is totally clean in this matter. People think the following way: “Europeans wanted to destroy us, Armenians helped them, we defended ourselves.” Therefore, if people in Turkey knew about all the facts, they would think somehow differently. 

But it’s also a fact that the atrocities of 1915 are presented in such a framework that this people would not dare to think differently if even they knew about the hard facts:

3) The framework: Recognition first, then indemnity, and then land. 

Armenians have always said that after Turkey recognizes the 1915 murders under the name of genocide, it would also have to pay indemnities and would finally yield to Armenia land from eastern Anatolia, referred to as “Western Armenia” in the Art. 11 of the  Declaration of Independence of 23 August 1990.  

The people in Turkey has never understood why it should pay indemnities for what was done during the Empire, especially when it was struggling with an unbelievably high inflation. It has also never understood why it should yield territory. This is a people that attaches an almost mystical importance to land not only because it thinks: “Anatolia is what’s left!” but also because this importance has it roots well deep into the founding of the Empire in the 13th century, when loosing its pasture meant death for the tribe. 

Here, I come back to what I said at the very beginning (see page 1). Armenian Issue is related with the concept of territorial integrity of Turkey when it includes indemnity and land claims and this “continuum” is most repulsive to people in Turkey.

4) Ottoman-Republican discrepancy and historical responsibility:

The Republic has totally refused the Empire. It denied even its alphabet and music. It has skipped the Ottoman period and jumped unto the Central Asia when re-writing its history.  It sincerely believed that with Lausanne it had put a definite end to the Empire. The Republic was a birth from scratch and it had made tabula rasa with the Ancien Regime. 1915 belonged to this forgotten period of “Sick Man of Europe” when, all of a sudden, some people came up and said: “You’re sick”
.  

This Turkish public never understood why it should be held responsible of the Empire concerning something that does not exist in its memory (it still doesn’t understand). 

5) Assassinations of the Turkish diplomats and impunity.

These assassinations created great reaction and triggered the comeback of the Sevres Paranoia. They started in 1973 out of nowhere.  While they continued (the last one occurred in 1994) the 1974 Sampson coup happened in Cyprus and PKK terror started in 1984. The public mind associated all three threats (Armenian, Greek, Kurdish) and this reminded it nothing less than the Sevres trilogy (see above for articles of the Treaty). Add to this the severe criticisms by European countries and the Sevres Treaty makes a spectacular comeback.  

From that point on everything was reinterpreted from the lenses of this paranoia.  What’s more, the heyday of these assassinations coincided with the anarchy period prevalent in Turkey prior to 1980. 

Since 19th century the non-Muslims had always been considered the tools of foreign intervention. As many countries acted rather indifferent to these assassinations  (the perpetrator walked away, if caught he was acquitted or hardly punished, if properly punished he was released after a short period, right after the killing state TV stations published documentaries about the tehcir as if to declare the perpetrator innocent, etc.), this “foreign tool” belief was revived. So much so that the greatest problem of the country (Kurdish armed uprising) came to be associated with Armenians: Ocalan was declared to be Armenian
; this went so far as to find its ugly expression in the mouth of a women minister of interior: “Armenian sperm”. 

6) Last and perhaps the most important: The use of the term Genocide.

It’s debatable if one can use a legal term internationally accepted for Nazi crimes in 1946 and sanctioned in 1948 to qualify different events that happened prior to these dates; the extermination of Indians of northern America, for instance. But it’s clear that, in practice, this term is most repulsive for Turkish people and will probably continue being so in the future, rendering it very difficult to admit the massacres of 1915. This is so probably because Armenians equate this Issue with Jewish genocide. Very probably, had the latter not been so savage, this identification would not have been so repulsive. There is little doubt that this particular insistence on this particular term helps to perpetuate the Taboo. If, for instance, the term “Armenian Massacres” was used, the Taboo would not have been so persistent. 

CONCLUSION(S):

1) The Taboo is a result of an ongoing paranoia in Turkey concerning the Armenian Issue which itself forms an integral factor of the Sevres Paranoia. 

Paranoia is no doubt a serious mental disorder. It creates conflict: a) within the paranoiac, and b) between the paranoiac and the other party(ies) to the conflict because conflict is not, by definition, a one sided affair. 

Turkish paranoia will heal when people in Turkey will no more consider this Issue a taboo and will freely discuss it, freeing both itself and the Armenian people. 

The historic role in this process will be played by Intellectuals of Turkey. I’m happy to say that this has begun to happen slowly and quietly, thanks to radicals like Taner Akçam, but also thanks to Hrant Dink and his weekly Agos that showed to the Muslim majority the existence of an Armenian minority that truly wants integration as it flatly refuses assimilation. I’m happy to see and report that Turkish people is beginning to heal. This process is slow, but promising. 

2) On the other hand, the solution to the Issue is not that simple not only because this is deeply rooted in Turkish people but also because Armenian people experiences a trauma too, which is, no doubt, another type of mental disorder. Paranoia and trauma, these two states of mind, converge to perpetuate and accentuate each other, creating a chronic bilateral health problem. The trauma within the Armenian people must be healed accordingly if this bilateral healing is to be achieved. 

The historic role in this process must be played by the Diaspora, apparently the most dynamic element of Armenian people today. 

This important actor has already played an historic and positive role, that of reminding the humanity of a forgotten human tragedy. It’s now its turn to play a dialogue-building role between the two Republics to create a direct, continuous and intense relationship.

The diaspora may not want to do this. For many reasons that we cannot dwell into it may want to continue its much easier and lucrative role of pressurizing Turkey. After all, as an age-old Anatolian saying goes, the “salt” of the diaspora is “dry”, while for both Republics “the salt is wet”. Also, it may not want to leave the important role it played until now. 

It will all depend on what the diaspora considers more important:  Revenge for the massacred Armenians or the well-being of living Armenians. To pass into history as a successful revenge-taker or a successful peace-builder.

At this point those intellectuals of the diaspora familiar with political science will also remember that according to one of the assertions of the Conflict Theory “Conflict Bears Peace”. Conflict means Common Suffering, which will inevitably lead to a Norm, which will inevitably lead to Order (Peace). But this is true only for the first stage. In the second stage, i.e. continuation of the conflict, “Conflict Bears Conflict”. To insist on saying: “They’ve got to admit the Genocide” together with claims for indemnity and land will probably lead to this second stage. 

3) In any case, Turkey and Armenia must get into a direct dialogue and get to know each other if they do not want to reproduce the main assertion of the conflict theory: “Conflict Bears Conflict”. “They need a frontier door from us!” or “No. It’s them who need this door open!” will only help to perpetuate the present wretched state of things. 

One of the most important rules of political science is: “Ignorance about each other increases reciprocal animosity”. The two people hardly know each other.  To the question “What is the religious affiliation of the majority of Armenians?” asked in a public opinion poll in Turkey by TESEV foundation (December 2002-January 2003) the answer with the second highest percentage after Christianity was “Judaism”.  To the question “Is there an official religion in Turkey?” 68,5% of the polled Armenians answered “yes”. 

* Professor of international relations, Faculty of Political Science, Ankara University. oran@politics.ankara.edu.tr
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� Gladstone, Gökhan.


� Vehip Pasha, the Third Army Commander after 1916, expressed to Armenian leaders that the ideal of Pan-Turan now burned more strongly than ever:


 …destiny draws Turkey from the West to the East. We left the Balkans, we are now leaving Africa, but we must extend toward the East. Our blood, our religion, our language is there. And this has an irresistible magnetism. Our brothers are in Baku, Daghestan, Turkestan and Azerbaijan…you Armenians are standing in our way… you must draw aside and give us room (Richard G. Hovannisian, Armenina on the Road…, op. cit., p. 195
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� “The loss of territories, a shrinking of geographical borders was crucial for the emergence of Turkish national identity. At the end of the seventeenth century the Ottoman Empire consists of  100 square kilometers, and these territories remained in the Empire throughout nearly the entire eighteenth century. From the beginning of the nineteenth century until the Balkan War, the Ottomans lost sixty square kilometers of their territories…within one hundred years. From the Balkan War until the end of World War I, they lost an additional thirty-five square kilometers. In 1919 only five percent of the Ottoman Empire was controlled by Turkey, although during the Independence/National Liberation War of 1919-1922, five square kilometers were added. This is today’s Turkey. The speed of this loss was as extravagant as its extend. For example, in 1912 within one or two weeks 83% of the European territories (69% of the population) were lost (Stanford Shaw, Osmanlı İmparatorluğu ve Modern Türkiye, Cilt 2, s. 359, Istanbul 1983); Calculated another way, between 1878 and 1920, the Ottomans lost 85% of their territory and 75% of their population (Ertuğrul Zekai Ökte (ed.), Ottoman Archives, Yıldız Collection, The Armenian Question, Volume I, s.XII, 1989 Istanbul:
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