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The following essay was published in the |etters page of the TIMES LITERARY SUPPLEMENT, February 9,
1996. It responds to D. Cameron Watt’ s critique of UNITED STATES OFFICIAL DOCUMENTS ON THE
ARMENIAN GENOCIDE, compiled and introduced by Ara Sarafian (Armenian Review Books, 1993).

Turkey and the Armenian People

By Mark Levene

[Mak Levene, agenocide scholar and member of the International Association of Genocide
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Cameron Watt in his February 2, 1996 atide
miss the point entirdy on the Armenian
genocide. What motivated the Armenian
genocide, a term which, according to the review, is
goparently only applicable in inverted commas, was
primaily ndther a meter of race nor
reigion. Rather, it was a ariticd by-product

of the dud processes of Turkish dtate | MASSAC

formation and nation-building and thereby
cannot be S0 easlly  disassociaied from “the
present Turkish republic’ as Professor Wait
would haveusbdieve.

More darmingly and disturbingly, S
not only does his review sesk to belitle the IS
Armenian events of 1915-16 but
does 0 by quedionable cross
references to the Holocaust. Not
that comparison between thetwo is
not pertinent. It most definitdy is
Watt's whole thrugt, however, is to
uggest that while what happened
to the Jews was genocide, what
happened to  the Armenians was
not. Thus, while he refers to women being logt to the
Armenian "nation” (his inverted commas), through
forced converson and incorporation into harems, he
conveniently ignores the fact thet the vest mgority of
women and children were massacred either IN SITU
dose to thar homes on desth marches or a
extermination Stessuch asRes-ul-Ainand Der Zor in
the Syrian desat. There ae, of course, important

Vdumelin the"War and Genodide'
sies. Anindepth andysis of paticular
messacresfrom thedeventh century tothe
presentinduding fifteenth-century
Chrigian-Jewishrdationsin Soein, the .
Batholomew'sDay messacre, thergpeof
Narkingin 1937 and the Second World
War ariginsof the Sarb-Croet conflict.

points of dissmilarity between what happened to them
and Jewish women and children in the Holocaudt.
Y oung Jewish women and girls, were, for indance, very
rarely rgped before desth, young Armenian women and
girlsinvariably were.

Professor  Wat  continues  his
minimization of these events with the dmogt
laughable idea that "many of the massacres
followed and resulted from the withdrawa of
legd satus and protection from the Armenians
rather then from the ddiberate action of the
Ottomen dae'. Cetanly, legd daus and
protection were withdrawn, but Walt dearly in
his reading has never encountered the
Teshkila-i Makhausyie, the Specid
Organizetion st up on the
authorization of the inner secret drde
of Committee of Union and progress
(CUP), whose 1915 remit under the
persond control of cirde members Drs
Behaeddin Sakir and Nazim, was to
organize and carry out the dimination
of the Armenians Catanly, the
Teshkilat did not do dl the killing. As in the Holocaugt,
lack of personnd, logjams in the killing process and the
sher scdle of what was required meant thet al sorts of
expedients had to be conddered —and rgpidly—often
very messly, implemented. The Armenian genocide was
not a "dean” find solution. But nor was the Holocaud,
except in the minds of higorians and sociologidts too
enamoured of modern, indudtrid conveyor-bdt sysems.



As for Professor Wat's depreciaion of the
contemporary evidence of genocide in Ara Sarafian's
collection of US officid documents, as "a meaddening
mixture of hearsay, Speculdion and firg-hand
evidence', | am reminded that this was pretty much
the sort of evidence available when news of Einsatiz
killings of Jews began to filter out from the Russan
borderlandsin late 1941 and early 1942. What is, thus,
most bewildering about this review is that Watt or
indeed anybody dse should be contesing the
evidencea dl. Thefacts of the casewere meticuloudy
and thoroughly documented & the time both in the
British officid report, compiled by Arnold Toynbeg,
and in the padld Geman, if independent,
invedigative work of Johannes Lepsus Primafacie
evidence of the genocide would have dsoled to war-
crime tralls of the chief perpetrators, both by a post-
CUP Ottoman government and possibly by the Allies,
if the party around Kemd  Ataturk had not intervened
to overthrow it and the terms of the Western-imposed
amigice

Soif what we aretaking about isagenocide,
why in heaven's name should the present publication
of a saries of documents be presented, in Professor
Watt'swords, asthe Armenian "'campaign of revenge.
.. agand the presnt Turkish gate'? Is the literature
on the Holocaust produced for Smilar purposes? But
then Chancellor Adenauer’s republic has learned to
face up to its origins. Ataturk's successors have never
done so.

What is more unforgivable, however, is that
there should continue to be asteady stream of Western
academics who are willing to write lame gpologias on
Turkey's behdf. In charging foul play agang the
publication of documents, on the grounds thet “the
Ottomen dete perished in the years 1918-20 and that
the present Turkish republic did not exigt a the time,
Wat provides us with a picture of dramaic
discontinuity between the actions and motiveations of
the CUP Triumvirate and thet of Kemd Ataturk.

Ye is Professor Wat unaware thet Ataturk
and his successors pursued the dedtruction of the
Armenians dter 1920 by war, famine, and direct
massacre; thet he proceeded to massacre or deport the
vas mgority of the Greek population; thet this policy
of ethnic deandng was then continued  with the
Kurds who suffered massacres and deportation,
culminatingin eventsaround Deraim, in 1938, which
the British consul in Trabzon spedificaly likened to
thetragedy of the Armeniansin 1915-16?

None of this means we have to look a the
Armenians, the Kurds, the Gresks or any of thewould-be
netionsin the moribund empire as blamelessinnocentsor
plagter-cagt sants. The Armenians were, for indance,
eventudly singled out for extermination by the post-1908
CUPIn power, because they were percaved as a thredt,
not 0 much as a threst to successon, dmost an
impaossihility given their digperson and the demographic
redities of eastern Anatolia, but more grikingly, because
they represented, in palitical, socid, economic and culturd
terms an dternative path which the empire might have
taken.

In other words, there was a genuine dynamic
going on here, a contest between a revolutionary b,
neverthdess, essantialy week and insecure party of the
centre dtempting to throw off the shacklesof Western
neo-dependency and its chalengers, mogt coherently
represented by the Armenian revolutionary parties,
seeking Smilaly to modernize and democraize the
empire but in a multinationa framework and with what
would probably only have been aqudified independence
from Russaor other European domination.

The chdlenge of the study of genocide does not
lieinitsblack-and-white smplicity. At leest professor Watt
and | can agree on this and that explaining its broad
occurrence in the twentieth century requires more than a
perpetud restatement of the race theories of Gobineau and
hisacolytes

All the more reason, | would venture, why the
Armenians do not ultimately need "to invoke the spectre
of the Holocaud", nor do they have to find some
"motivation” to publish documents about their genocide.
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