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Today, 24th of April, is worldwide recognised as the date signifying the Armenian
Genocide. Only in Turkey it indicates a taboo. The Turkish state mobilises all its
resources to deny the meaning of this date. .

At diplomatic platforms Turkish officials and their advocates claim that they
recognise the “big tragedy” and they only object to its being named as a “Genocide”.
That’s not true. At every occasion in Turkey not only the Armenian Genocide, but also
the great agony of the Armenian people is denied and attempts are made to justify the
genocide. 

It was only last month that during a Symposium on the Armenian-Turkish
relations the denialist official theses were voiced one after another, offending the
Armenians in Turkey and elsewhere and insulting the memory of their grandparents.
Lies were told in the name of “science”., like “Armenians have always sold their
masters”,  “deportation was a means of crisis management”, “death toll of deportation
is comparable to the death toll of flu epidemic  in England that time”, “there is no other
people as noble as the Turkish nation in the world, it is impossible for them to commit
a genocide”, and many more, humiliating a people who was one of the most advanced
in science, art, literature, and in all other aspects. 

Denial is an constituant part of the genocide itself and
results in the continuation of the genocide. Denial of
genocide is a human rights violation in itself. It deprives
individuals the right to mourn for their ancestors, for the
ethnic cleansing of a nation, the annihilation of people of all
ages, all professions, all social sections, women, men,
children, babies, grandparents alike just because they were
Armenians regardless of their political background or
conviction. Perhaps the most important of all, it is the refusal
of making a solemn, formal commitment and say “NEVER
AGAIN”.
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Turkey has made hardly any progress in the field of co-existence, democracy,
human rights and putting an end to militarism since the time of the Union and Progress
Committee. Annihilation and denial had been and continues today to be the only means
to solve the problem. Villages evacuated and put on fire and forced displacements are
still the manifestation of the same habit of “social engineering”. There has always been
bloodshed in the homeland of Armenians after 1915. Unsolved murders,
disappearances under custody, rapes and arrests en masse during the 1990’s were no
surprise, given the ongoing state tradition lacking any culture of repentance for past
crimes against humanity.

Similarly the removal of a public prosecutor and banning him from profession
just for taking the courage to mention an accusation against the military, a very recent
incident, is the manifestation of an old habit of punishing anybody who dares to voice
any objection to the army. And today’s ongoing military build up of some 250,000
troops in the southeast of Turkey is the proof of a mindset who is unable to develop
any solution to the Kurdish question other than armed suppresion. 

Turkey will not be able to take even one step forward without putting an end to
the continuity of the Progress and Union manner of ruling. No human rights violation
can be stopped in Turkey and there will be no hope of breaking the vicious circle of
Kurdish uprisings and their bloody suppression unless the Turkish state agree to create
an environment where public homage is paid to genocide victims, where the sufferings
of their grandchildren is shared and the genocide is recognised. 

Today we, as the human rights defenders, would like to address all Armenians in

Turkey and elsewhere in the world and tell them “we want to share the pain
in your hearts and bow down before the memory of your lost
ones. They are also our losses. Our struggle for human rights
in Turkey, is at the same time our mourning for our common
losses and a homage paid to the genocide victims”. 
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91st Commemoration of the
Armenian Genocide 
Held at The Hebrew
University of Jerusalem
PRESS RELEASE
29th April 2006
by Prof. Michael Stone and Dr. Sergio LaPorta

JERUSALEM – The Hebrew University of Jerusalem held its commemoration of the
Armenian Genocide on Wednesday 26 April 2006, two days after Armenians officially
mark the deportation and murder of 1.5 million of their people between 1915 and 1917
by the Ottoman Turks. Close to 200 people, both Jews and Armenians, filled the library
at Beit Belgia on the University’s Givat Ram Campus in Jerusalem for the moving
tribute and remembrance.

Dean of the Faculty of Humanities, Professor Steven Kaplan, officially
represented the University at the event, which is initiated and organized annually by the
long-standing Armenian Studies Program of the University headed by Professor
Michael Stone.

Professors Kaplan and Stone addressed the audience as did the Armenian
Patriarch of Jerusalem, His Beatitude Archbishop Torkom Manoogian, who was
accompanied by His Excellency Bishop Aris Shirvanian and members of the
Brotherhood of St. James, and His Excellency Mr. Tsolag Momjian, Honorary Consul
of the Republic of Armenia.

As in previous years, the commemoration of the Genocide coincided with the
State of Israel’s Holocaust Remembrance Day, which pays tribute to the 6 million Jews
murdered by the Nazis in World War II. The result was children and survivors of the
Holocaust sitting amongst children and grandchildren of survivors of the
Armenian Genocide, together paying respect to its victims.

The keynote speaker for the evening was former Member of Knesset and
former Education Minister Yossi Sarid, a passionate campaigner for Israeli
recognition of the most tragic event. The State of Israel unfortunately does not
officially recognize the Genocide mainly due to its relations with Turkey. Since
Jews know the tragedy of genocide so well, stressing the moral imperatives, Sarid
said, “there is no greater educational mistake” than to be silent while others suffer
the pains of denial, even when one’s self interests are at stake.

His words were echoed in concluding remarks given by distinguished Fulbright
Scholar and Professor Abraham Terian who said the psychology of denial in
comparison to the Genocide itself sometimes “hurts just as much or more so.” He
added that Jews and Armenians understand this, as their histories are very
similar and with a concerted voice, Armenian people and the Jewish people should
be in the forefront of decrying such acts.

With the poignant yet positive evening of reflection and introspection coming to
an end, there was optimism that in the coming years, changes will happen regarding the
denial of the Armenian Genocide in all countries, and even in Turkey, Sarid and Terian
noted, some measure of change can be discerned.
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‘Commentary’ (America’s Premier Magazine of
Opinion) Mangles Prof. Charny’s letter 

‘Protestcide’
– The Killing of Protest of a
Denial of Genocide
March 27, 2006

by Israel W. Charny

“To what extent does a publication have the right to alter a
Letter to the Editor that criticizes the publication, and then to
publish their altered version of the letter without the full
permission of the letter writer, especially in light of his
explicit refusal to approve their revision?”

In December 2005, Commentary published a lengthy article denying the Armenian
Genocide by one, Guenter Lewy, a retired professor who has previously published
denials of other genocides as well, including a denial that the Gypsies were victims of
genocide in WW II (Simon Wiesenthal defended the role of the Gypsies as fellow victims
of the Holocaust, and on several occasions wrote and told passionately of seeing the
Gypsies in Auschwitz in the barracks right next to his); and including a denial that the
Native Americans (Indians) were victims of genocide in America. It is clear that Lewy
has established himself as an arch specialist in denial who has now relegated no less
than three victim peoples to some kind of status of sufferers other than victims of
genocidal mass murder. I think that readers of this current Commentary piece denying
there was a genocide of the Armenians had a right to know of the author’s previous
publications of denials (one of which was also in Commentary), but not a word was
mentioned.

Lewy’s article in Commentary is entitled, ‘The first genocide of the 20th
century?’ Lewy himself mentions in his article that the International Association of
Genocide Scholars, of which I am the current president, had passed a unanimous
resolution some years ago confirming the validity of the Armenian Genocide. When
Commentary was approached by a colleague as to whether they would publish a
rejoinder to Lewy’s article by me, the editor agreed immediately to receive a 600-word
statement from me. So far to their credit. But then in the grotesque sequence of
censorship and revisions of my rejoinder that follows, Commentary at first refused to
identify my connection to the same Association that passed the resolution, and finally did
in fact identify me as somehow affiliated with the Association but eliminated identifying
my leadership role. A personal slight? Then it’s irrelevant. Or is it a diminution of the
significance of my protest? In the meantime, Commentary published a lengthy rejoinder
by Lewy in the same issue with the following statement that, by a wave of the Lewy-
Commentary wand removes any significance to our association’s informed judgment: ‘I
am less than impressed by the unanimous vote of the International Association of
Genocide Scholars that the Armenian case ‘was one of the major genocides of the
modern era’ writes Denier Lewy conclusively and then presumptuously slams the
members of the association that virtually no one (but him) has done real research.

No matter. Commentary commits more serious infringements to the point of not
allowing me to voice my definite judgment about their question, ‘The first genocide of
the 20th century?’

In my letter I write about how the Turks also killed other Christian (therefore
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non-Turkish) groups such as the Assyrians and Greeks as well as the Armenians (the
first Christian people of Europe) and that this was ‘outright genocidal murder.’
Commentary removed this vital statement from my letter. Remember, the article by
Lewy they have published is asking explicitly if this was genocide, and the section of
Letters to the Editor in February is re-entitled, ‘Genocide?’ but my clear-cut rejoinder
that it was ‘outright genocidal murder’ was not permitted.

Moreover, what does Lewy do? I say in my letter that I wonder if readers of the
Jewish-sponsored Commentary (this remark by me is also censored out) know that the
Turks were also responsible for two forced expulsions of Jews from Jaffa-Tel Aviv
in 1914 and 1917, both of which resulted in losses of life of the elderly, infirm and
ill. As if referring to this information, Lewy says to me in his rejoinder, ‘Mr. Charny stops
short of calling these occurrences ‘genocide,’’ but he and the hard-working editor who
we have seen manages to censor my writing so fastidiously, thus manage to get across a
message that seems to refer to the whole bigger original issue of the Armenian Genocide.
Now, not only have I not been allowed to say what I did say that there was clear-cut
genocide, but it is as if claimed explicitly that I too don’t call the Ottoman murders
genocide.

Higher-class deniers, like Lewy and Commentary, are a fascinating study in the
propagandistic logic-defying language mechanisms they employ -- Commentary also
removed from my letter a reference to an article that Daphna Fromer and myself
published in the British journal, Patterns of Prejudice in which we analyzed the language-
logic of earlier deniers of the Armenian Genocide.

Ultimately, my most serious criticism is that Commentary is fully responsible
alongside of its author for publishing a bald exposition of denial of an established major
genocide. Thus, I conclude my letter, ‘Regrettably, Mr. Lewy and Commentary too
have now earned places in the pantheon of genocide Deniers,’ but -- by now you
guessed it -- you will never see that sentence, or an earlier statement similarly
critical of Commentary in the letter they published.

I ask, do responsible publications in a free world have the right to censor and
arbitrarily revise Letters to the Editor beyond considerations of space, bad language such
as epithets, and ad hominem attacks (but not legitimate major criticisms of an author or
the publication!)? Obviously a publication holds the ultimate power and can simply
decline to publish a letter (who will ever know?). But to cut and revise and remove and
distort the thrust of the original message, and fail to advise and fail to get approval of
changes? I don’t know if there are legal controls against such tampering with the lowly
institution of a Letter to an Editor and/or op-ed writing, but I do know such tampering
violates the ‘natural law’ of journalistic integrity, and I think Commentary should be told
so by an informed public.

Prof. Israel W. Charny, Ph.D. is President of the International Association of Genocide
Scholars (IAGS) Editor-in-Chief, Encyclopedia of Genocide [www.abc-
clio.com/product/109124] Executive Director, Institute on the Holocaust and Genocide,
Jerusalem Prof. of Psychology & Family Therapy, Hebrew University of Jerusalem.

161

The Forgotten Genocide Press Releases and Discussion

10_armenia2_press  15/5/06  1:34 PM  Page 161



Historic Conference in Chicago – March 2000

Another Crack in the Wall of
Silence
Armenian Genocide Subject of Chicago Workshop

by Vincent Lima

Some of the most prominent scholars of Turkish history and
society gathered from 17 to 19 March 2000 at the University of
Chicago for a workshop on the Armenian Genocide. The
workshop represented an important if tentative step forward in
the effort to end the exclusion of the Genocide from the
mainstream of Turkish historiography. It was organized by the
distinguished historian and political scientist Ronald Grigor Suny.

The central project was best articulated toward the end of the workshop by Professor
Geoff Eley of the University of Michigan, a historian of the Third Reich. Professor Eley
noted that until some twenty years ago, historians of Nazism generally avoided dealing
with the Holocaust, but today the Holocaust is seen as the central event of mid-twentieth
century German history. Likewise English history used to be silent about the Irish
famine; the breaking of that silence has had important consequences for political life and
culture in England.

Professor Eley saw the Chicago workshop as an important step in the direction of
a similar integration of the Armenian Genocide as a central event in the formation of the
Turkish state.

Through coercion and rewards, the Turkish state is obviously trying hard to keep
the Armenian Genocide out of Turkish historiography, to maintain what is sometimes
called “a wall of silence.” Although Professor Eley’s examples do not address the role of
the state, they do represent the desired outcome. The examples also show that the
dismantling of national myths has become an important project for historians. It should
come as no surprise, then, that a growing number of students of Turkish history are
addressing the Armenian Genocide.

Background
The first important cracks in the wall of silence came with the work of Taner Akcam and
of Fikret Adanir. Dr. Akcam, a sociologist based in Germany, wrote a book about the
Armenian Genocide and argued that Turkish society must face its demons to heal itself.
(The argument, it should be noted, is primarily an appeal to self-interest.)

Professor Adanir, who holds the chair in Ottoman history at Bochum University,
Germany, included the Armenian Genocide in his textbook on Ottoman and Turkish
history. At a conference on the Armenian Genocide held at the Sorbonne in April 1998,
Professor Adanir spoke movingly of his journey from denial to acknowledgement of the
Genocide.

The fundamental move from individual acts of courage to an organized
engagement of the two fields of Turkish history and Armenian Genocide studies came in
an exchange in the journal Armenian Forum. Ara Sarafian and the author of this report,
as editors of the journal, invited two prominent historians of the Ottoman Empire to
respond to an article on the Armenian Genocide.

Thus, Engin Akarli, holder of an endowed chair in history at Brown University,
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and Selim Deringil, a professor of history at Bogazici University in Istanbul, joined
Genocide scholar Dr. Vahakn Dadrian in responding to an article by Professor Suny. The
encounter succeeded in raising new issues and casting new light on both the Armenian
Genocide and the collapse of the Ottoman Empire. It was a major blow to the wall of
silence.

It made every bit of sense, then, to build on that initiative – and that is what the
Chicago workshop has done.

Participants
Professors Akarli and Deringil presented papers at the Chicago workshop, as did Dr.
Akcam (now affiliated with Stiftung zu Förderung von Wissenschaft und Kultur,
Hamburg).

Other senior scholars of Turkish studies who presented papers were Professors
Caglar Keyder (Bogazici University), Halil Berktay (Sabanci University), and Müge
Goçek (University of Michigan).

Scholars of Turkish studies who presented papers also included Professor Holly
Shissler (University of Chicago), Seteney Shami (Social Science Research Council),
Hakan Özoglu (University of Chicago), and Marc Baer (University of Chicago).

From the Armenian studies field, Professor Suny and Aram Arkun (Zohrab
Center, New York) presented papers. Dr. Gerard J. Libaridian and Professor Kevork
Bardakjian (University of Michigan) also made presentations.

Discussants included Professor Eley, Professor Cornell Fleischer (University of
Chicago), Professor Robert Melson (Purdue University), and Professor Rashid Khalidi
(University of Chicago).

The workshop was organized by Professor Suny and a committee consisting of
Professor Goçek, Professor Bardakjian, Professor Stephanie Platz (University of
Michigan), and Ken Church (University of Michigan).

Key Points
The workshop, regrettably, was closed-door. Thus it would be unfair to report in great
detail who said what. A conference report is being prepared by the organizers, however,
and many of the papers will appear in print before long.

It is possible, nonetheless, to discuss some general themes. The main points that
were explored were historiographic. In other words, they related to how historians do
their craft rather than to the actual findings they present.

(1) Contextualization and normalization
Genocide cannot be considered the normal, natural, or understandable response to any
crisis. Thus one problem that historians have to face is how to explain without justifying,
comprehend without forgiving. Professors Keyder and Berktay were among the
participants who expressed concern that an effort to “contextualize” can end up
“normalizing” extraordinary events. The workshop did not find answers to this
fundamental problem, but the participants were obviously committed to avoiding
“normalization.”

(2) Essentialization
Everyone spoke against “essentializing,” i.e., taking a phenomenon out of the context of
time, place, and circumstances and treating it as if its characteristics hold universally. An
example is speaking of Islam as if every Muslim can be expected to act in similar ways
whether in seventh-century Arabia or twenty-first century Spain.

The same goes for looking at history as if nations have always existed and always
commanded the primary loyalty of members of national groups. They have not. It is
important to avoid projecting backward and imagining that people have always thought
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of themselves as Armenians and Turks, that these words have always meant the same
things to people, and that people have had the same hostilities, loyalties, and motives
across time.

Of course, thinking of people today as “Turkish scholars” or “Armenian
historians” is also a way of essentializing – and wrong. To say “Turkish historian” is to
subsume in the same category the person who has been jailed and persecuted for
speaking out and the filthy bastard who lies and falsifies and kills memory. It implies an
expectation that every Turk is on some level a representative of Turkey and obliged to
make excuses for his or her compatriots and ancestors – or to take pride in them. To
believe that, incidentally, is to believe that the demand for Turkish recognition of the
Armenian Genocide is doomed to failure.

(3) National Myths and the Genocide
The founding myth of the Turkish state denies not only the Armenian Genocide but the
very existence of non-Turks in Asia Minor. The official history establishment in Turkey
tries to reproduce the national myth. The job of honest scholars is to question and correct
and debunk. A question with which the participants grappled is how to move from
academic tracts to popular consciousness. Here, again, the workshop had no answers; but
the participants did have a commitment to move beyond the ivory tower.

Professor Keyder made the point that people have a vested interest in adhering to
the nationalist myth; it is not only a question of identity but also of the dubious
inheritance of material goods.

Another important point in this regard was made by Professor Akarli: confronted
with irrefutable facts, people sometimes make excuses. Present the Turkish public with
overwhelming evidence of the mass destruction of Armenians and the response could
well be, “Someone was going to be squeezed out of Asia Minor and if ‘we’ hadn’t pushed
them out, they would have pushed ‘us’ out.” This possibility (which has always been part
of the official line) must be addressed in the effort to incorporate the Armenian Genocide
into Turkish national consciousness.

A corollary of this point is that confronting the denial of the Armenian Genocide
has become central to diaspora-Armenian identity. An unhealthy situation holds in which,
Dr. Libaridian noted, some people have a vested interest in the continuation of denial.

Other issues that were discussed were less historiographical and more historical.
Here, in fairness to participants, it is probably best to let their papers speak for
themselves when published. Some highlights: Professor Shissler made a credible case
that Young Turk leaders were not all that certain about the extent of their territorial
ambitions; Professor Keyder made a fascinating argument on the question of popular
participation in the Genocide; and Professor Berktay brilliantly analyzed popular
literature (rather than the work of remote theorists like Gökalp) as agent of nationalist
mobilization.

Also, Professor Deringil showed how documents can be misused and
misconstrued without the falsification of archives. Özoglu tracked the transformation of
Kurdish society. Arkun presented one of the most painstakingly researched pieces,
dealing with the aftermath of the Genocide in Northern Cilicia. His presentation was a
reminder of the need for nitty-gritty research to support all the analysis that goes on in
discussions of the Genocide.

Evaluation
The workshop was excellent and Professor Suny and his committee are to be
congratulated for an important contribution to scholarship and society.

In the interests of keeping the project on track, I will allow myself a few words of
constructive criticism. The organizers appeared to view the workshop as a revolutionary
step, an unprecedented first, tentative meeting of “Turkish and Armenian scholars.”
Unlike, say, the exchange in Armenian Forum, the workshop was not organized around
questions to be explored – whatever the nationality of the scholars; rather it was
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organized to raise questions for future research.

A consequence of this misunderstanding was that the workshop did not fully live
up to its potential.

Scholars in the field have been meeting and reading each other’s work for years
and know each other. For them, this was not a fragile first step.

The fact is that every major scholar there was already on record as having
condemned Turkish nationalist historiography. Every one (except to my knowledge
Professors Deringil and Goçek) was on record as having spoken openly about the
Armenian Genocide. Thus it should have come as no surprise that the conversation
moved quickly to a condemnation of Turkish nationalist mythmaking and a
condemnation of the denial of the Genocide.

To those unaware of the background, the workshop seemed at that moment like a
big success – one that ought not be squandered. And thus there was more timidity than
appropriate gusto in exploring the questions that arose.

It would be unfair to criticize the organizers without saying something about
Armenian Genocide scholars who were invited and refused to attend. Of course, no one
has to engage in a debate as to whether there was a genocide. But looking at the names
on the roster, the missing scholars should have known perfectly well that such a debate
was not going to occur. And so I am at a loss as to how they justify their absence. They
would also do well to explain their silence while their colleague, Ron Suny, was being
savaged in the press for engaging in scholarship.

Future Directions
The next steps need to be focused around specific questions. The most important theme
that arose was that of history and memory. I would like to see textbook analysis (which
some people, including at least one of the participants in the Chicago round, have worked
on); more on popular culture (Professor Berktay’s work on Turkish literature was
mentioned above; Professor Goçek dealt with contemporary Turkish-Armenian
literature; I would like to see a more representative sample of works placed carefully in
the broader context of Armenian as well as Turkish literature); the matter of “dubious
inheritance” needs further exploration – and there are scholars in Turkey engaged in such
exploration.

The wall of silence is far from destroyed. But the Chicago workshop made a big
crack in that wall, and for that we must be grateful.

The only clue at my disposal is Professor Richard Hovannisian’s amazing
statement on 13 September 1998 suggesting that there is a need for special caution in any
“dialogue with the Turks.” The statement is amazing not only for its racist content but
also for its lack of self-confidence. The statement was reported in several newspapers at
the time; the report can be found at http://www.gomidas.org/forum/pasadena.htm. [Back
to footnote reference.]

Vincent Lima is editor of Armenian Forum.
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Turks Breach Wall of Silence
on Armenians
By Belinda Cooper

Published: March 6, 2004

MINNEAPOLIS  –  Taner Akcam doesn’t seem like either a hero or a traitor, though
he’s been called both. A slight, soft-spoken man who chooses his words with care, Mr.
Akcam, a Turkish sociologist and historian currently teaching at the University of
Minnesota, writes about events that happened nearly a century ago in an empire that no
longer exists: the mass killings of Armenians in the Ottoman Empire during World War
I. But in a world where history and identity are closely intertwined, where the past infects
today’s politics, his work, along with that of like-minded Turkish scholars, is breaking
new ground.

Mr. Akcam, 50, is one of a handful of scholars who are challenging their
homeland’s insistent declarations that the organized slaughter of Armenians did not
occur; and he is the first Turkish specialist to use the word “genocide” publicly in this
context.

That is a radical step when one considers that Turkey has threatened to sever
relations with countries over this single word. In 2000, for example, Ankara derailed an
American congressional resolution calling the 1915 killings “genocide” by threatening to
cut access to military bases in the country.” We accept that tragic events occurred at the
time involving all the subjects of the Ottoman Empire,” said Tuluy Tanc, minister
counselor at the Turkish Embassy in Washington, “but it is the firm Turkish belief that
there was no genocide but self-defense of the Ottoman Empire.”

Scholars like Mr. Akcam call this a misrepresentation that must be confronted.
“We have to deal with history, like the Germans after the war,” said Fikret Adanir, a
Turkish historian who has lived in Germany for many years. “It’s important for the health
of the democracy, for civil society.”

Most scholars outside Turkey agree that the killings are among the first 20th-
century instances of “genocide,” defined under the 1948 Genocide Convention as acts
“committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or
religious group.”

During World War I the government of the disintegrating Ottoman Empire,
fearing Armenian nationalist activity, organized mass deportations of Armenians from its
eastern territories.

In what some consider the model for the Holocaust, men, women and children
were sent into the desert to starve, herded into barns and churches that were set afire,
tortured to death or drowned. The numbers who died are disputed: the Armenians give a
figure of 1.5 million, the Turks several hundred thousand.

In the official Turkish story the Armenians were casualties of civil conflict they
instigated by allying themselves with Russian forces working to break up the Ottoman
Empire. In any case atrocities were documented in contemporary press reports, survivor
testimony and dispatches by European diplomats, missionaries and military officers.
Abortive trials of Ottoman leaders after World War I left an extensive record and some
confessions of responsibility.

A legal analysis commissioned last year by the International Center for
Transitional Justice in New York concluded that sufficient evidence existed to term the
killings a “genocide” under international law.
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Yet unlike Germany in the decades since the Holocaust, Turkey has consistently
denied that the killings were intended or that the government at the time had any moral
or legal responsibility. In the years since its founding in 1923 the Turkish Republic has
drawn what the Turkish historian Halil Berktay calls a “curtain of silence” around this
history at home and used its influence as a cold war ally to pressure foreign governments
to suppress opposing views.

Mr. Akcam is among the most outspoken of the Turkish scholars who have defied
this silence. A student leader of the leftist opposition to Turkey’s repressive government
in the 1970’s, Mr. Akcam spent a year in prison for “spreading communist propaganda”
before escaping to Germany. There, influenced in part by Germany’s continuing struggle
to understand its history, he began to confront his own country’s past. While researching
the post-World War I trials of Turkish leaders, he began working with Vahakn Dadrian,
a pre-eminent Armenian historian of the killings. Their unlikely friendship became the
subject of a 1997 Dutch film, “The Wall of Silence.” 

Turks fear to acknowledge the crimes of the past, Mr. Akcam says, because
admitting that the founders of modern Turkey, revered today as heroes, were complicit in
evil calls into question the country’s very legitimacy. “If you start questioning, you have
to question the foundations of the republic,” he said, speaking intensely over glasses of
Turkish tea in the book-lined living room of his Minneapolis home, as his 12-year-old
daughter worked on her homework in the next room. In a study nearby transcriptions of
Turkish newspapers from the 1920’s were neatly piled.

He and others like him insist that coming to terms with the past serves Turkey’s
best interests. Their view echoes the experience of countries in Latin America, Eastern
Europe and Africa that have struggled with similar questions as they emerge from periods
of repressive rule or violent conflict. Reflecting a widespread belief that nations can
ensure a democratic future only through acknowledging past wrongs, these countries
have opened archives, held trials and created truth commissions.

Mr. Akcam says some headway is being made, particularly since the election of a
moderate government in 2002 and continuing Turkish efforts to join the European Union.
After all, he says, in the past dissent could mean imprisonment or even death. “With the
Armenian genocide issue, no one is going to kill you,” he said. “The restrictions are in
our minds.”

Mr. Akcam is convinced the state’s resistance to historical dialogue is “not the
position of the majority of people in Turkey,” he said. He cites a recent survey conducted
by scholars that appeared in a Turkish newspaper showing that 61 percent of Turks
believe it is time for public discussion of what the survey called the “accusations of
genocide.”

Ronald Grigor Suny, an Armenian-American professor of political science at the
University of Chicago, was invited to lecture at a Turkish university in 1998. “My mother
said, ‘Don’t go, you can’t trust these people,’ ” he remembered. “I was worried there
might be danger.” Instead, to his surprise, though he openly called the killings of
Armenians “genocide,” he encountered more curiosity than hostility.

Still, Mr. Akcam’s views and those of like-minded scholars remain anathema to
the nationalist forces that still exercise influence in Turkey. Threats by a nationalist
organization recently prevented the showing there of “Ararat,” by the Canadian-
Armenian filmmaker Atom Egoyan, a movie that examines ways in which the Armenian
diaspora deals with its history.

Mr. Akcam’s own attempt to resettle in Turkey in the 1990’s failed when several
universities, fearing government harassment, refused to hire him. And when Mr. Berktay
disputed the official version of the Armenian killings in a 2000 interview with a
mainstream Turkish newspaper, he became the target of a hate-mail campaign. Even so,
he says, the mail was far outweighed by supportive messages from Turks at home and
abroad. “They congratulated me for daring to speak up,” he recalled.

Scholarly discussion can also turn into a minefield among the large numbers of
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Armenians in the United States and Europe. Attempts to discuss the killings in a wider
context raise suspicions. “Many people in the diaspora feel that if you try to understand
why the Turks did it,” Mr. Suny explained, “you have justified or legitimized it in some
way.”

Like their Turkish colleagues, a younger generation of Armenian academics in the
United States and elsewhere has grown frustrated with the intellectual impasse. In 2000
Mr. Suny and Fatma Muge Gocek, a Turkish-born sociology professor at the University
of Michigan, organized a conference that they hoped would move scholarship beyond
what Mr. Suny called “the sterile debates on whether there was a genocide or not.”
Despite some disagreements between Turkish and Armenian participants, the group they
brought together has continued to meet and grow.

Mr. Akcam had been building bridges even before that meeting. At a genocide
conference in Armenia in 1995, he met Greg Sarkissian, the founder of the Zoryan
Institute in Toronto, a research center devoted to Armenian history. In what both describe
as an emotional encounter, the two lighted candles together in an Armenian church for
Mr. Sarkissian’s murdered relatives and for Haji Halil, a Turkish man who rescued Mr.
Sarkissian’s grandmother and her children.

Mr. Akcam and Mr. Sarkissian say Halil, the “righteous Turk,” symbolizes the
possibility of a more constructive relationship between the two peoples. But like most
Armenians, Mr. Sarkissian says Turkey must acknowledge historical responsibility

before reconciliation is possible. “If they do,” he said, “it will start the
healing process, and then Armenians won’t talk about genocide
anymore. We will talk about Haji Halil.”
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