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In Search of Silenced Grandparents: Ottoman Armenian
survivors and Their (Muslim) Grandchildren

Ayse Gl Altinay

“_ What would you say to the author of this book if she were here right now?
— I would apologize.
— What would you say to the author’s grandmother?
— (After a pause and with tears in her eyes) I would not be able to talk.”

Sometimes silences speak loudest. The silence of this middle-aged Kemalist woman
from Izmir in her imagined encounter with a converted Armenian survivor of 1915
is, at least partially, the outcome of her empathy with the long, painful silence of
this survivor. The author’s grandmother, whose story we learn from the book, was
born in a small Armenian village in southeastern Anatolia at the turn of the century.
During the death march of 1915, the little Heranush lost part of her family and was
adopted by an Ottoman corporal from Cermik." Fethiye Cetin was an adult woman
when her grandmother Seher started talking to her about her life as Heranush. This
initial moment of shock (“my grandmother is originally Armenian”) was followed by
years of painstaking sharing. The grandmother had opened the Pandora’s box to tell
her granddaughter things that she had not shared with anyone. Fethiye Cetin believes
that her grandmother had kept her “inner voice” alive for all those decades of silence,
speaking only to herself. “She must have,” Fethiye suggests, “otherwise, how could
she remember all the names of people and places from 70-80 years ago?” Now it
was her granddaughter’s turn to recite this story in her own inner voice, until she
was ready to share it with friends, and finally, to write it down for the whole world.
It was no easy task to make this decision, and certainly no easy move to start writing.
In 2003, almost 30 years after Fethiye had started her slow and painful discovery
into the “other life” of her grandmother, the book Anneannem (My Grandmother)
finally materialized. It took Fethiye Cetin a month to finish the book, but another
nine months to share it with her closest friends. A year and four months after it was
finished, the book appeared in print, brought out by Metis Publishers.”

This was in November 2004. The book Anneannem had come out just in time for the
90™ anniversary of the tragedy of 1915. As April 2005 drew close, Turkish televi-
sion channels, radios, and newspapers were becoming more and more interested in
questions that had to do with the historical and political debate over 1915 and its
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implications for Turkey at the turn of the 21* century. As 1 will explain below, the
debate on 1915 in the Turkish mainstream media has been dominated by a “war of
theses.” In early 2005, due to growing anxieties about its 90" anniversary, this war-
mimicking discourse was at its peak. At the same time as the Turkish public was
presented with arguments about how “our thesis” (which regards 1915 as a “reloca-
tion measure™ that was necessitated by war and the actions of rebellious Armenian
nationalists) would ultimately impose itself over against the “Armenian genocide
thesis,” the book Anneannem contributed to the opening up of an alternative chan-
nel for what I call “critical reconciliation”. This article will first introduce the book
and the predominant debate on 1915 in Turkey, and then discuss the possibilities for
critical reconciliation made possible by the book Anneannem and other stories of
Armenian-Muslim grandparents.

The Book: from Heranush to Seher

Anneannem moves between three different storylines. First is the narrative of Hera-
nush/Seher, as conveyed by her granddaughter, on Armenian life in a small Otto-
man village before 1915, on the death march of 1915, and on Heranush’s journey
to become Seher, first as the adopted daughter of an Ottoman corporal (whom she
remembers with great respect and love), and then as the wife of a man from Maden,
with whom she had five children. The second storyline is that of the author telling
us about her grandmother’s life and relations with different members of the family.
Because Fethiye Cetin lost her father at an early age, she and her family lived with
the grandparents for many years. From Fethiye Cetin’s account, we learn that the
grandmother was a strong woman who established a loving family. “There were
times when money was scarce in our home”, writes Cetin, “but we never missed two
things. One was love, and the other was food” (Cetin 2004, 17). Cetin depicts her
grandmother as a clean, hard-working, and generous woman who had good relations
with almost everyone she knew. The third storyline is Fethiye Cetin’s own struggle
with the story of her grandmother, her unsuccessful efforts to establish a relationship
with her grandmother’s Armenian family in the US while Heranush/Seher is alive.
her protest at the funeral regarding the names by which her grandmother and her
grandmother’s parents were referred to, and finally, her trip to New Jersey to visit
the graves of her grandmother’s parents and to meet the American members of the
Gadarian family,

For the purposes of this paper, I will go over the first storyline (Heranush/Seher’s
story as conveyed by Fethiye Cetin) and the third storyline (Cetin’s story of discov-
ery) in some detail, before discussing the implications of this book for the debate
in Turkey.
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Grandmother Heranush/Seher was born in the small Armenian village of Habab
(Palu) in southeastern Anatolia at the turn of the century. At age 10, during the
death march of 1915, she was separated from the rest of her family and adopted
by an Ottoman corporal in Cermik against the wishes of her mother Esquhe. Her
brother Horen was also adopted by a different family. Heranush remembered her
grandmother intervening and asking Esquhe to give Heranush and Horen away: “My
daughter, the children are dying one by one. No-one will survive this march. If you
give them away, their lives will be saved, if not, they will die. We will all die: Let
them go, so that at least they can live” (Cetin 2004, 47). Indeed, Esquhe would be
the only surviving member of her extended family by the end of the long, dreadful
march to Aleppo.

Heranush herself saw men being taken away and stories of their massacre by the
river being told by the few survivors. She witnessed the kidnapping of her youngest
aunt Siranush and, most dramatically, watched two of her cousins being drowned
in the river by their own grandmother (Heranush’s paternal grandmother) who then
threw herself into the river and died. Heranush/Seher spent most of her 95-year-long
life in the town of Maden, where this incident took place in 1915, watching that river
flow day and night. Each time she told this story to her granddaughter (and she told
it several times), a long silence would follow (p. 54).

Before getting married and moving to Maden, Heranush lived in the neighboring
town, Cermik, with her new parents, Corporal Hiiseyin and his wife Esma. “God
bless him ( “Allah gani gani rahmet eylesin, toprag bol olsun” ), Hiiseyin was a good
man” (p. 56) remembered Heranush/Seher, adding that he treated her very well, as if
she were his own daughter. She told Fethiye that Hiiseyin was known to be a “soft-
hearted man” because he had refused to participate in the killing of Armenian women
and children in 1915. Fethiye Cetin was not persuaded: “But grandmother, didn’t his
soft heart ache even a bit when he was cutting off the heads of the [Armenian] men to
throw into the well?” In her response, Heranush/Seher was evasive: “I don’t know™
(p. 56). From this response and others, Fethiye Cetin concluded that her grandmother
did not want to question her stepfather Hiiseyin, whom she liked very much (p. 57).
The rest of her stories about Corporal Hiiseyin had to do with him being very happy
to be called “father,” being proud of his daughter, and treating her well. On the other
hand. Heranush/Seher remembered her stepmother, Esma, as being jealous and ag-
gressive towards her (p. 57-58). Because Hiiseyin died very early, Heranush/Seher’s
life in Cermik was largely shaped by her stepmother.

Heranush/Seher married the nephew of her stepmother, Fikri, who had lost both of
his parents before he was 15. In the meantime, Heranush’s brother Horen (renamed
Ahmet) lived in a nearby village, and the two siblings started meeting regularly after
Horen/Ahmet found out about his sister’s whereabouts. They had learned that their
mother had survived and managed to reach Aleppo, but they had little information
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about the rest of the family. One big surprise was their kidnapped aunt Siranush
finding Heranush in Cermik: “As I was sweeping the front of our house one day, a
woman stopped at the entrance and I looked up. She collapsed right there and started
crying. This was my little Aunt Siranush, in the colorful clothes of local Kurdish
women” (p. 59). She had married a Kurdish man in Siverek (Urfa) and was “do-
ing well.” Heranush and Siranush met often after Heranush got married and settled
in Maden, but fell out after Heranush refused to marry her daughter to Siranush’s
son, saying “I won’t let my children marry their kin” (p. 60). Fethiye Cetin vaguely
remembered the visits of this woman, who was never introduced to them as a great
aunt, to their home in Maden.

After Heranush/Seher had her second child (Fethiye's mother), Horen/Ahmet
brought a surprise letter from their father, who had been trying to locate them for
years. Finally, he was able to reach them and send some money to help them join
the Gadarian family in Syria. Although Heranush/Seher’s husband Fikri agreed to
this move initially, his family persuaded him not to move. Horen ended up joining
his family in Aleppo and finally relocating to the US with them, while Heranush
stayed behind.

Years later, another contact was established between Heranush and Horen. This time
Horen sent money and an invitation to Heranush to visit the family in the US, but
because Heranush did not have an ID or a passport,® she sent her son instead. After
staying in the US for a few months, her son came back saying that he had lost all
information enabling contact to be made with the Gadarian family. This incident
ended all contact between Heranush and her family. Years later, another contact was
established by Fethiye’s friend Ayse, which did not get far, either. By the time Ayse
was able to reach Horen’s daughter in New York, Horen was on his deathbed at the
hospital. Nevertheless, he had learned that his sister was looking for him. After he
died, his children did not want to continue contact with their aunt Heranush, and
Heranush died without having seen anybody from her Armenian family in the US.
When she learned, through Ayse and Fethiye, that Horen had named one of her
daughters Heranush, her eyes lit up and she said: “So, they have not forgotten me”
(p. 69).

Fethiye Cetin shares her own responses to her grandmother’s story throughout the
book. In the first chapter on her grandmother’s funeral, we read about her bursting
out when her grandmother’s parents are named as Hiiseyin and Esma: “But this is
not right!.. Her mother’s name is not Esma; it is Esquhe. Her father is not Hiiseyin;
he is Ovannes!..” (p. 8). Later during the funeral, she speaks out once again when
she says, “May she forgive you, us, all of us!” (p. 42). Throughout their years of in-
tense sharing, Fethiye Cetin goes through shock, disappointment, anger, and shame,
sometimes finding it hard to sleep at night (p. 52-55). The kinds of stories she hears
from her grandmother go against everything that she knows about history (p. 55).
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When she confronts her mother and aunts about these stories, she realizes that her
grandmother has spared her children the most “inhuman details” of what she had
gone through and witnessed (p. 63). It is only with Fethiye that she has shared her
most painful memories.

When Heranush/Seher died, Fethiye Cetin wrote an obituary for the Armenian-Turk-
ish newspaper Agos, where she narrated the story of Heranush and expressed this
wish: “With this obituary, we hope to reach my grandmother’s (our) relatives, whom
we could not reach while she was alive, and share [our] pain” (p. 77). The obituary
ended with Grandmother Heranush’s words, “May those days be over, never to be re-
peated again” (p. 77). The obituary found its way to an Armenian-French newspaper,
where a family friend of the Gadarians read it and informed the family of Heranush’s
death. Soon Heranush’s sister Margaret, born in the US after the reunion of Esquhe
and Ovannes, and her children started communicating with Fethiye, exchanging
photographs and family stories across the Atlantic. One important document Fethiye
Cetin received from Margaret was a letter written in Armenian by Heranush to her
father Ovannes. In this letter, having recently learned how to read and write, the little
Heranush lets her father know that everyone in their family is fine, and that she regu-
larly goes to school and works very hard (p. 86). Margaret had found this letter in her
father Ovannes’s wallet after his death. After these emotional exchanges, Margaret’s
children invited Fethiye to the US, as a present for Margaret’s 80" birthday.

The book ends with photographs of both parts of the family, as well as of the reunion
itself. The last photograph, which is also the cover of the book, portrays the graves
of Ovannes and Esquhe Gadarian with the pink roses brought them by Fethiye
Cetin. “As I put the roses by their joint grave”, writes Cetin, “I asked them, my
grandmother, all of them for forgiveness in my name and in the name of all those
who had caused this incredible suffering” (p. 115).

The debate: the war of theses

In order to better contextualize the book Anneannem, let us look at the nature of the
Turkish debate about 1915 on its 90" anniversary.

The first important characteristic of the year 2005 was that, for the first time since
the 1920s, there was a public debate about what had happened in 1915 and how it
should be approached. Until the last months of 2004 and early 2005, there had only
been individual attempts at challenging the official discourse that the tehcir (de-
portation) of Armenians to the Syrian desert in 1915 was a necessary war measure.
The two books published by historian Taner Akgam in the 1990s (Akgam 1992 and
1999) and the Turkish translation of Vahakn N. Dadrian’s and Yves Ternon’s books
by Belge International Publishers (Ternon 1993, Dadrian 1995) provided alternative
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historical material to understand what had taken place, but these publications were
hardly discussed in the media or in public.® The first large-scale public debate took
place after the groundbreaking interview of journalist Nese Diizel with historian
Halil Berktay in the daily Radikal on 9 October 2000 and much of it was in the form
of “attacks”™ on Berktay.

In November 2004, four years after his interview in Radikal, Halil Berktay was
approached this time by a mainstream weekly news magazine, Nokta. Based on a
long interview with Berktay, Nokta published a special supplement entitled; “The
Armenian Tragedy: What happened in 1915? What remains from the past?” (Berktay
2004).> In the 32-page Nokta special supplement, Berktay provided a narrative of
1915 which fundamentally challenged the official line and suggested focusing on the
“human side™ of this tragedy, with a view of the past as a “foreign country”. As the
introductory remarks by the magazine suggested, Berktay's interview was follow-
ing a heated debate on the minority question in Turkey, which had begun with the
report of the Prime Minister’s Office’s Advisory Council on Human Rights (ACHR),
prepared by Professors Baskin Oran and Ibrahim Kaboglu. This report suggested a
new formulation of national identity, one based on “constitutional citizenship”. It
replaced the term “Turk™ with the term “Tiirkiyeli” (of/from Turkey), articulating a
difference between ethnic sub-identities (alr kimlik) such as Turkish, Kurdish, Jewish
or Armenian, and the supra-identity (ist kimlik) of being a citizen of Turkey.® Berk-
tay’s interview in Nokra came out in the midst of the heated debate on this report.
Four weeks after the publication of the interview, an anonymous editorial in Nokra
announced the departure of the editor Mustafa S6nmez and apologized for Berktay’s
interview, which had “displayed the one-sided view of Diaspora Armenians”. The
note of apology assured the readers that Nokta certainly stood for “the indivisible
unity of the Turkish Republic with its state and nation.”’

The supplement by Nokta and the editorial apology that followed it would mark the
two main approaches in the debate on 1915 in the months to come. One approach,
exemplified by Berktay, would follow a question of curiosity: “what happened in
19157”.% while the second approach sought to engage in a “war” of pre-defined posi-
tions. This was a “war of theses”, where Diaspora Armenians (with a strong “lobby”
particularly in USA and France) were the main “enemy.” In this war, there were two
clear sides/theses: the Turkish thesis and the Armenian thesis. Those “Turks”, like
Halil Berktay, who challenged the Turkish thesis were, by definition, the spokesper-
sons of the Armenian thesis, and hence “the enemy”. The climax of this approach
would be the parliamentary speech of the Ministry of Justice, Cemil Cicek on 24
May 2005, declaring that the organizers and would-be-participants of the first critical
academic conference on 1915 were “stabbing the Turkish nation in the back.” The
metaphor of war was marked by such statements and by the choice of terms such as
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“glory”, “traitor”, “heroism”, “the other side”, and so on.
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The central point of this war was the term “genocide”, or, as it is often phrased in
Turkey, “the alleged genocide.” The spokespersons of the Turkish State, such as
the President of the Turkish Historical Society Yusuf Halagoglu, agreed that what
happened in 1915 was a “tragedy” (Kaplan 2005: 94)'°, but argued that it was impos-
sible to call it “genocide”. Even terms such as “ethnic cleansing” were vehemently
opposed by Halagoglu and others (Kaplan 2005: 91). The proper term was “tehcir”
which, according to Halagoglu, should be translated as “relocation”, not “deporta-
tion” because it had taken place within the boundaries of one and the same state:
Halacoglu considered rehcir to be along the same lines as the “necessary war meas-
ures” that the US had undertaken when it “relocated” its Japanese population living
along the Pacific coast to the Midwest during World War II (Kaplan 2005: 91-92). In
other words, the war of theses was at the same time a war of terms: genocide/ethnic
cleansing vs. tehcir.

Let us briefly go over some of the other characteristic of the war of theses, as it
escalated towards April 2005. Most significantly, this approach was based on a
fetishization of “the nation” with concepts such as “pride”, “heroism”, “unity”, and
“treason” gaining extra weight. For instance, historian Ilber Ortayl (the Director of
the Topkap:1 Palace Museum), complained about “the attempts to put blame on and
sentence a whole tribe’s [i.e. the Turks’] history and future” by people who “had
no knowledge of history.” According to Ortayh, the most primitive versions of the
“propaganda techniques” used against the Turks were coming from other Turks and
their “baseless” speeches should not be considered in the context of freedom. He
defined these speeches and the organization of panels on this issue as “irresponsible”
acts that should not be tolerated (Millivet, 20 March 2005).

As Ortayli’s commentary reveals, there was a parallel fetishization of history as
a science of “the archives”. Revealing new documents and discrediting the docu-
ments used by the other side have been central components of the war of theses.
Yusuf Halacoglu would go so far as to say: “Let us not talk about anything else but
documents and let us document everything” (Kaplan 2005: 99). His main criticism
of Taner Akcam and Halil Berktay was that neither of them had done research in the
Ottoman archives (Kaplan 2005: 99). In this perspective, it is only historians who
have the authority to say anything about what happened in 1915 and what should be
done about it today; and only those historians who have direct access to the docu-
ments. Various proposals by the Turkish government to resolve this conflict reflect
the bias towards a positivist understanding of history."

What were the main arguments of “the Turkish thesis™ as it was discussed in the
media in 2005? As I have already suggested, the main argument was that rehicir was
a legitimate measure of war, necessitated by the actions of the rebellious Armenian
gangs (Ermeni ¢eteleri) who joined up with the Russian Army and attacked Muslim
villages in 1914 and 1915. A significant component of this argument is the thesis
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of “mutuality”; if Armenians were killed, so were the Turks and Kurds and other
Muslims. In 2005, the week before April 24 was particularly dense with publications
of new “documents” that testified to the “massacres by Armenians”. All newspa-
pers ran stories on April 15 and 16 about a new report issued by the Chief of Staff,
“Arsiv Belgeleriyle Ermeni Faaliyetleri” (Armenian Activities Based on Archival
Documents), which provided documentation of the killings of civilians by Armenian
gangs. The title of the news story in the daily Terciiman was “They burned children
in ovens” (Terciiman, 16 April 2005)."* Two days later, this time a report by the Prime
Ministry State Archives suggested that between 1910 and 1922 more than 523,000
Turks were killed by Armenians (see Hiirriyet, 17 April 2005 and 18 April 2005)."
On April 16, one newspaper published reports of elderly people in the Van area who
recited the stories of Armenian massacres of their family members in 1915 (Sabah,
18 April 2005)." In other words, as April 24 came close, the thesis of mutuality
became central to the debate on 1915. The main conclusion was that “this was a
tragedy that had two sides to it” (Kaplan 2005: 50 and 94).

Another significant aspect of the war of theses was number crunching. What was the
Armenian population in Anatolia at that time? And how many of them died on the
way to Syria? For instance, Yusuf Halacoglu was reported as having said the follow-
ing: “Those who keep talking about the nonsense of 1.5 million dead are politicizing
this issue. Can you imagine where one would bury 1.5 million people? If you put 300
in the same grave, that would make 5,000 mass graves” (Zaman, 16 April 2005)."
In his interviews, Halagoglu claimed the number of Armenian casualties to be at
most 300,000 (Kaplan 2005: 94). Other authors writing in the name of the Turkish
thesis would take number crunching even further. For instance, columnist Yalgin
Pekgen, after recounting the numbers of Turks and Armenians who were killed by
each other, concludes: “it is possible that in the course of the next century, as more
documents are revealed, we [Turks] may move ahead. Who knows, perhaps in the
22" century, the Armenians will be talking about the ‘alleged Turkish genocide’.”
(Akgam, 19 April 2005).'

Apart from the argument of mutuality and number crunching, another issue central
to the Turkish thesis as it was portrayed in the media was the question of “intent”.
In the words of Siikrii Elekdag, a Member of Parliament from the social democratic
Republican People’s Party (CHP), “There is no way one can deny the Armenian loss
of life. During rehcir, famine, disease and banditry (egkiyalik), as well as hostility
between communities resulted in severe loss of life among both the Armenians and
the Turkish and Muslim population™ (Kaplan 2005: 86). Halagoglu's list is not very
different: war conditions, famine, disease (the major cause of Armenian deaths,
according to him), the attacks of Kurdish bandits,'” and to some extent “abuse” (su-
istimal) of power among those responsible for carrying out the rehcir (Kaplan 2005:
89-95). Halagoglu goes so far as to suggest that there is an asymmetry between the
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Armenians and the Turks who died during this time period: “Most Armenians who
died, died of disease, whereas most Muslims who died were killed by Armenian
gangs” (Kaplan 2005: 94). In sum, it has been claimed as part of the Turkish thesis
that the Ottoman State did not “intend” to eradicate the Armenians; the death of
around 300,000 Armenians was an unintended consequence.'®

Last, but not least, it was argued that not all Armenians subjected to fehcir. It was
pointed out over and over that the Armenians of Istanbul were not relocated. According
to Halagoglu, Catholic and Protestant Armenians were not subjected to fehcir either, at -
least not initially. It was only when they participated in the “rebellion™ that they were
sent away. He also claimed that widowed women and orphan children were left be-
hind, children being put in orphanages and some of the women being taken in by “rich
families” or married to Muslims (Kaplan 2005: 91). To summarize, the predominant
course of debate on the 90™ anniversary of 1915 in Turkey was the war of theses, where
“we" represented objectivity, “what really happened,” as well as the historical and
moral high ground. Despite “our great losses” during World War I (some at the hands
of Armenian gangs), “we” had become victims of Armenian lobbying activities based
on lies. The war in 2005 was about exposing those lies and revealing the “truth”. While
this war was being fought on television, in radio programs, and in the newspapers, the
arguments of “the other side” (i.e. Diaspora Armenians) were often paraphrased (and
often misrepresented) by the local participants in the debate.

As | outlined earlier, the war of theses was not the only available approach to 1915
in the 2005 debates, although it was the predominant one. An increasing number of
academics, intellectuals, and journalists used the occasion of the 90™ anniversary to
ask a series of questions (What happened in 1915? Who was responsible? Where
should we stand in relation to these atrocities? and so on) and to challenge the
above arguments that made up the Turkish thesis. Newspapers and magazines ran
interviews with critical scholars in this field, such as Taner Ak¢am, Halil Berktay,
Stefanos Yerasimos, and others. The weekly Express issued a 130-page supplement
titled Biiyiik Felaket (The Great Calamity), which included the narratives of Arme-
nian survivors alongside interviews with historians, and asked for this “great pain™ to
be recognized.'® Famous writers such as Orhan Pamuk and Elif Shafak talked about
historical responsibility and the need to share pain.” And, perhaps most notably, the
first critical academic conference on 1915 was organized by a prominent group of
scholars from a number of different universities in Turkey and abroad.

Although its full title was “Ottoman Armenians during the Demise of the Empire:
Responsible Scholarship and Issues of Democracy”, the conference was referred
to, in the mainstream media, as the Genocide Conference. Much to everyone’s sur-
prise, it hosted more than 60 speakers and chairs, representing nine universities in
Turkey and seven universities in Europe and North America. Among the speakers
were prominent writers and journalists, as well as former diplomats and politicians.
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Although this high profile conference was initially scheduled to begin on 25 May,
Bogazi¢i University (the host institution) decided to postpone it after the above-men-
tioned speech of the Minister of Justice Cemil Cigek (blaming the participants for
“stabbing the Turkish nation in the back”). This speech and the decision to postpone
the conference resulted in a national crisis in the days and weeks that followed. Some
claimed that the conference should not take place because it was one-sided in its ap-
proach, and hence unscientific.”' However, many others treated this issue as a case
of academic freedom and supported the right to hold a conference (often making it
clear that they themselves did not view the events of 1915 as genocide). The Prime
Minister, the Minister of Foreign Affairs, and the Speaker of the Parliament made
statements suggesting that the conference should take place. Finally, the conference
did take place on 24 and 25 September 2005, at Bilgi University.*

In conclusion, it is possible to suggest that the year 2005 was a year of intense debate
and confrontation between those who were engaged in a war of theses and those who
sought to inquire about and publicly discuss what had happened before, during, and
after 1915. What I would like to do in the rest of the paper is to discuss the unique
contributions of the book Anneannem to this debate.

From denial to critical reconciliation

In recent years, the statements by Halil Berktay, the controversial Armenian Confer-
ence and the comments on the Armenian tehcir by Orhan Pamuk all backfired on
me and resulted in an ever stronger belief in Turkish nationalism. I had questions
regarding the intentions of these people. But now, to realize that the Armenian geno-
cide may indeed have happened, to suddenly be confronted with facts that stand in
Jront of me like a cold wall, to gain an objective perspective after the lifting of the
cloud of Turkish nationalism and patriotism. .. perhaps these did not all happen with
one book, but it was the possibility that what was written in this book could have
happened that created the first spark.

These reflections come from a university student in Istanbul who read Anneannem
more than fifteen months after it was first published, in its sixth edition. What is it
about this book that made this university student question her reactionary defensive-
ness? What, in other words, is responsible for the “spark™ that makes a self-acclaimed
“Turkish nationalist and patriot” question what she has learned about 1915?

One answer to this question was given by columnist Tuba Akyol in March 2006.
In her weekly column in the Sunday supplement of the daily Milliyet, Tuba Akyol
dedicated a whole page to a review of Anneannem and Elif Shafak’s recent book
Baba ve Pig¢ (Father and Bastard) and entitled her essay “I apologize”. Extending an
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apology for what had happened to Armenians in 1915, Akyol observed that “stories
can do what large numbers or convoluted concepts cannot do... Concepts are cold,
stories can touch you inside.”*

Akyol’s approach to storytelling echoes Hannah Arendt’s. In the words of the politi-
cal theorist Lisa Disch, “under certain conditions, a story can be a more powerful
critical force than a theoretical analysis.”** According to Disch, there are two aspects
to Hannah Arendt’s discussion of the power and significance of storytelling. First,
there is the power of storytelling as “critical thinking™: “Tragic storytelling serves
not to settle questions but to unsettle them and to inspire spontaneous critical think-
ing in its audience” (Disch 1993: 670)*. As opposed to the search for closure in po-
lemic, critical discussion is something shaped by curiosity. Second, Hannah Arendt’s
discussion of storytelling introduces an alternative understanding of objectivity, one
that is close to Donna Haraway’s notion of “situated knowledges™ (Disch 1993:
666).2 Challenging a perception of objectivity as detached reasoning in an imper-
sonal voice (“the voice from nowhere™), this alternative view suggests that “objec-
tivity is not abstract neutral description but explicitly moral storytelling, situated in
the ‘personal experience’ of the theorist.” (Disch 1993: 679). Objectivity is achieved
when a text enables the reader to entertain a multiplicity of perspectives and “to look
upon the same world from one another’s standpoint” (Disch 1993: 681).

What I would like to do in the rest of this article is to discuss how Anneannem uses
Arendtian storytelling to open up a creative space for historical critique and recon-
ciliation. I will focus on four characteristics of this alternative space:

I. Curiosity: Anneannem invites its readers to be curious about their family stories
and to ask questions, such as: Who were my grandparents? What kind of life did they
have? Why did my grandmother not have any relatives? It challenges the hegemonic
debate that privileges archival documents, “national interests™, “national honor™, and
“national history”. During her September 2005 visit to Diyarbakir (in southeastern
Turkey) for a talk on the book, Fethiye Cetin was stopped in the middle of the street
by a young man who had recognized her from her photograph in the book. “Are you
the lawyer who wrote Anneannem?” he asked. After having her identity confirmed,
he first congratulated Cetin on writing the book and then asked her this question:
“How come my grandmother did not have any relatives?” Anneannem had made him
curious and he was now doing research into the life story of his (dead) grandmother.
He was not alone. Since the publication of the book, Fethiye Cetin has received nu-
merous phone calls, letters, and emails from others who have started acting on their
new curiosities about the life (and silences) of their grandparents. *’

2. Deconstructing the predominant discourses of ‘war’. Anneannem blurs the distinc-
tions between two clear sides (Armenians and Turks), two opposing theses, and such
concepts as honorable vs. disgraceful nationhood, heroism vs. treason, friend vs. enemy,
and glory/victory vs. defeat. In Fethiye Cetin’s presentation of the story of her grand-
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mother and the story of her own discovery, we observe a disappearance of “sides” and

a blurring of “friend” and “enemy”. The “rebel Armenians™ becomes transformed into

the mother and sisters of “my grandmother”. This has its implications for the “Armenian

side™ as well. The “barbaric Turk/Kurd” may well turn out to be a relative.

Certain aspects of the stories conveyed in Anneannem result in a disillusionment with

the official version of history. Contradicting Halacoglu’s above-mentioned narrative

about a benevolent process of rehcir, particularly for women and children, Anneannem

narrates the desperate plight, kidnapping, and killing or suicide of Armenian women’
and children. For instance, a reader from Istanbul called Fethiye Cetin on the phone to
say: I know that they formed gangs and rebelled against the Ottoman Empire, but of
course the women and children had nothing to do with that, did they?"?* The discourse

according to which tehcir was a necessary war measure starts falling apart as the read-

ers identify with the story of the 10-year-old Heranush on the death march.

Another important challenge that Anneannem brings to the discourses of war is the

breakdown of the nationalist, homogeneous “we”. In a way, Anneannem responds
to Taner Ak¢am’s call from 1999 to take seriously the story of Haci Halil from Urfa,

who had saved a family by hiding them in his attic and risking his life in the proc-

ess, and to add more stories to it.”” People had different responses to what they were

witnessing. Some participated in the crimes, others took risks to save lives.

3. Redefinition of the self as “melez” (hybrid, not pure). As opposed to the essen-

tialist, nationalist self-narrative, Anneannem emphasizes historical interaction and

transformation (as well as loss) in the ongoing debate. This is important in the sense
that the reader is not only presented with a deconstructionist critique, but is able to
envisage an alternative sense of self and community. As one reader of Anneannem
suggests: “The possibility of being melez makes one hopeful. The more we have
mixed, the more difficult it will be to become enemies.” When confronted with a
question about how she identifies herself, Fethiye Cetin, the author of Anneannem,

says: “Melez. Sometimes | feel like an Armenian, sometimes like a Kurd, a Turk

when [ am in Germany, and a Native American when I am in the US."*

4. Empathy and Reconciliation. Perhaps the most fundamental contribution of
Anneannem has been the creation of a new space for empathy and reconciliation

through a redefinition of the “other” and her experiences. In her talks, Fethiye Cetin

emphasizes something that her friend (and prominent academic) Biisra Ersanh said
after reading the book: “In order to laugh together, we first need to cry together.” Ac-
cording to Cetin, it is all about “empathy. We first need to cry for each other’s pain.

And then we will be laughing together. I am optimistic about this.”™*' The concepts of
crying together, feeling together and reconciliation come out often in the discussions

about Anneannem. What kind of reconciliation does it inspire?

In the first place, it encourages reconciliation with the past. Directly or indirectly,

Anneannem responds to what Hans-Lukas Kieser has called “the need to bury the
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dead of World War I"’.*2 One of the readers of Anneannem says: *“We had missed the
fact that in order to look into the future, we first needed to reconcile with the past.”
For scholar Ayse Agis, who read the book before it was published, “Turkey is find-
ing it hard to live its present and future precisely because it has not been able to live
its past. That is why these tears are very important. When we run out of tears, we
will start talking.”** The underlying suggestion in both remarks is that Anneannem
responds to our need to reconcile ourselves with the past.

Yet, at the same time, Anneannem challenges the perception of history as being
reduced to 1915. First, it highlights the “before” and “after”, hence exciting curios-
ity about both the “context” of 1915 (to use historian Halil Berktay’s term), and its
aftermath. Second, it invokes an alternative perception of history (alternative to the
hegemonic perception in Turkish debates), where history is not simply “what hap-
pened in the past”. In Anneannem, history is in the present; “pastness is a position™*
in relation to the present; it is in our relationships to ourselves, to each other, and to
our surroundings roday.

In the second place, it encourages reconciliation with ourselves. One evening,
Fethiye Cetin visited an old acquaintance whose mother was also an Armenian sur-
vivor of 1915. After a long night of sharing, which was a first for this old man, he
saw his visitors off, saying: “Tonight, I will be able to have a good sleep”, signaling
a lifetime of not being able to sleep well.”

In the third place, it encourages reconciliation with each other. Anneannem has fa-
cilitated a sharing of pain across various borders. First, it has brought Fethiye Cetin
together with Armenians in Turkey. At a talk organized by the Armenian feminist
group Hay Gin, Cetin remembers a hall full of people crying together as they chanted
her grandmother’s favorite song; other Armenians have telephoned her and cried
over the phone. Second, Fethiye Cetin has come together and shared stories and tears
with other children and grandchildren of Armenian survivors. Many have gotten in
touch with her to tell her how much they cried over the book, and simultaneously,
how empowered they felt after reading it. Some of the most interesting meetings in
this category have been between Fethiye and the grandchildren of her grandmother’s
aunt Siranush. Finding the story of their grandmother in this book, they contacted
Fethiye Cetin to share their own stories. Third, Anneannem has opened up channels
for reconciliation with Armenians in Armenia and the diaspora. In the book, Cetin
recites the words of her cousin Richard at her farewell dinner in New Jersey: 1 first
heard stories of the genocide when I was four or five years old. I was always afraid
of the Turks. I deeply hated the Turks. The denial of the genocide has made every-
thing worse. And then I learned that you are Turkish, yet a member of our family.
Now, I like this big family with all its parts and 1 look forward to meeting my other
cousins and making music with them. But I continue to hate the negationists and I
will never forgive them.”
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In a similar vein, a European Armenian intellectual remarked to Cetin’s publisher
after reading the book: “It is now that I understand what reconciliation means.” As
Elif Shafak said in a recent interview: “The responsibility to remember is first and
foremost our responsibility. We expect the Armenians to forget, but in order for them
to forget, first we have to remember. This is our responsibility not only towards the
Armenians, but towards history...”* By remembering a silenced history, Anneannem
opens up a new space for sharing. Finally, Anneannem opens up a space of historical
critique and reconciliation among Turkey’s citizens who are not Armenian. As one
reader notes: "1 now realize that I have been fed with lies until this age... I cried and
cried all night, because there was a bit of humanity left somewhere in me.”™"’

Where have all the grandmothers gone?

With at least 13,000 readers™ in 18 months, Anneannem continues to be the most
popular book of a new genre of writing about 1915 — that of personal storytelling, in
the form of an autobiography or biography. This small book (of 114 pages) confronts
the ongoing debate in the Turkish public space on whether 1915 was genocide or
not, where human beings are often reduced to numbers and the “archival documents”
are fetishized, with human stories that present particular persons with their names,
photographs, places where they live(d), as well as with their pain and other emo-
tions. As such, the book introduces personal narrative, family stories, photographs
and letters as new kinds of “documents” into this debate, reminding the reader that
they do not need to go to the “archives” in search of documents to understand what
took place before, during and after 1915.

Since Anneannem’s publication, a number of other books have come out depicting
the experience of the death march, either directly based on survivors’ narratives® or
through the eyes of their children and grandchildren.” Several questions await further
research and discussion. Why is it that these narratives are coming out today? What
motivates their authors? What is behind the increasing interest in such stories?

These anthropological/sociological questions need to be complemented with a set
of historiographical questions. How can one read the story of Heranush/Seher in the
context of existing Turkish and Armenian histories of 1915? Where is Heranush/Se-
her in those histories? What accounts for the significant silence about stories like
hers?*' How would those histories change if Heranush/Seher’s story of loss and
survival is given due consideration?

Underlying most of these questions is a subtle political (and academic) question:
How can one make sense of Heranush/Seher’s multilayered story and Fethiye Cetin’s
Arendtian storytelling without reproducing the dead silences and war-mimicking
discourses of most Turkish and Armenian nationalist historiographies?
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