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ABSTRACT

Dr. Hranush Kharatyan presents a literature review on the issue of “border population” and “borders,” which is largely related to the Armenia-Turkey border, the Armenian Genocide and its consequences. The refugees’ memory of the homeland and raising the border issue was in fact prohibited in the USSR, including Soviet Armenia. Meanwhile the generations of the refugees remember the persecutions of their parents until now. Probably, it is due to the “memory ban” on remembering the loss of homeland and their pain that the refugees settled around the borders used other ways of memory transfer: secretly kept written memoirs, written down narratives of their parents, various items brought from homeland and later sanctified, mapping of their settlements in the homeland, and learning their history from generation to generation. 
Hranush Kharatyan

ARMENIAN CIVIL SOCIETY ‘SILENCE’ AND ‘DISCOURSE’ 
AROUND THE ARMENIA-TURKEY BORDER 
For the population of Armenia, the issue of “border population” and “borders” is largely related to the Armenia-Turkey border, Armenian Genocide and its consequences. The current Armenian-Turkish borders were drawn in 1921, following the 1915 Armenian Genocide on the territory of Ottoman Empire during the World War I, the defeat of the Ottoman Empire in the war, the establishment of the first Republic of Armenia (1919-1920), 1919-1920 Paris Peace Conference and the resulting Treaty of Sèvres, with the Arbitral Award of the President of the United States of America Woodrow Wilson, as well as 1920 Armenian-Turkish war, when part of the Republic of Armenia was forcibly Sovietized, while the other part was handed over to Turkey. All these phenomena and the discussions around them deeply influenced the Armenian perspective on the Armenian-Turkish border and “border notions.”  

The Articles 88-93 of the Treaty of Sèvres are related to Armenia. According to the Treaty, 90.000 square kilometres from Erzurum, Trabzon, Van, and Bitlis provinces should have been annexed to the existing 70.000 square kilometre territory of the Republic of Armenia, and the country with an area of 160.000 square kilometres should have an access to the sea via Trabzon. The Arbitral Award of the US president Woodrow Wilson drew the Armenian-Turkish border. 

The Armenian-Turkish border, however, was in fact based on March 1921 Moscow Treaty between Soviet Russia and Turkey, as a result of 1920 Armenian-Turkish war, initiated with a political agreement between Soviet Russia and Mustafa Kemal, and Russia’s military assistance. The conditions of the Moscow Treaty were then imposed on already Sovietized Armenia, and in October 1921, the Treaty of Kars was signed between Armenia and Turkey.  According to this Treaty, Kars and Surmalu provinces along with the 10-11th-century Armenian capital Kars that were part of Russia and later the First Armenian Republic, were handed over to the newly created Turkish Republic, in addition to Western Armenia that was under the Ottoman control for a long time. 

In the 1915-1920s, over 300.000 Armenian and thousands of Yezidi Genocide survivors were able to move to the Caucasus and settle in the present-day Republics of Armenia and Georgia, mainly in the later border zone with Turkey, confident that they would soon be able to return to their homeland. Their hopes were fed by the defeat of the Ottoman Empire in the WW I, discussions around the Treaty of Sèvres and very lively debates around Wilson’s Arbitral Award, and the belief that Armenia will soon recover most of its historical borders. However, with the 1921 Russian-Turkish Treaty of Moscow and Armenian-Turkish and Georgian-Turkish Treaties of Kars, it became clear that the territories cleared of Armenians as a result of the Genocide would remain under the Republic of Turkey. At the same time, the issue of returning the refugees was postponed after long discussions. Neither Moscow nor Kars Treaties were seriously examined by Soviet historiography and discussed in the larger public. The historiography was satisfied with an assessment of “Lenin’s brilliant political forecast,” while the society was deprived of its right to debate.  

The first analysis of the absurdity of this Treaty was the article “Moscow Treaty with Turkey: a view from Russia after 77 years” by Russian historian Alexander Igolkin, published in 1998 (Igolkin, 1998). 

The 1923 Peace Treaty of Lausanne also did not solve the issue of refugees and their return to homeland (Lausanne Conference on Near East Affairs 1923). At the same time the Articles 37-45 of the Treaty declared the remnants of people exterminated during the Genocide in Ottoman Empire throughout the First World War as “religious minorities.” Thus, those who converted to Islam for physical survival during the war, and particularly Armenians, were deprived of their right to be considered “Armenian” (only a small number of Armenians who remained Christian would be considered Armenian minority). With this, their ethnic identity was not recognized, and they did not have the right to speak Armenian or attend an Armenian school (Lausanne Conference on Near East Affairs 1923).  In the 1920s, the laws of Kemalist Turkey prohibited refugee return to their homeland. It seemed that the Western Armenian refugees temporarily settled in the borderline zones with a hope of returning to their homeland should have finally cut off their hopes from the idea of return as a result of Kars and Lausanne Treaties. However, there were rumours among the refugees that the Moscow and Kars Treaties had a temporary nature, would be revised in twenty year time, and they would return to their homeland (Eiremdjyan, 2001). According to some other rumours, the term of the Kars Treaty would expire in hundred years.   

On September 7, 2018, Alexander Shirokorad, a Russian publicist, military analyst and writer, wrote the following in “Nezavisimaya Gazeta”: “The term of the Kars Treaty signed for 100 years will expire in no more than three years, on October 21, 2021. Russia and Turkey can unilaterally denounce it, while Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan presented in the document with a status of a single party, have no right to withdraw each separately” (Shirokorad, 2018). 

There is no factual proof of this being true. However, the rumours about temporary nature of the Treaties were among the reasons why the refugees continued living in borderline areas, considered their settlements temporary, and were generally inclined towards the idea of return. This conviction “forced” the refugees to stay in the borderline zones, not even to build houses or any future prospects related to their new places of residents. 

After Armenia’s Sovietization there was very little discussion of refugee issues. Academic and civil society discussions related to the issues of the Armenian refugees scattered around the world did not cover the Armenian refugees on the Soviet territory and their problems, because Turkey’s ally USSR banned the topic of the Armenian Genocide in general. This ban was applied not only to publications. In the USSR, even in Soviet Armenia, Genocide survivors were not allowed to speak about their past and present sufferings and use the word “homeland” with respect to their homeland. The Armenians who had immigrated to Soviet Armenia from other countries with a permission of Soviet authorities, were officially called “repatriates,” as someone who returned to homeland, even though they had never lived on the territory of Armenia that was not a part of Ottoman Empire. A small number of Armenians who immigrated to Soviet Armenia directly from their homeland that remained under Turkey during 1923-24 and later years were also called “repatriate” in the USSR (Meliksetyan, 1985). The reason for applying the term “repatriate” with respect to Armenians who moved to Soviet Armenia from the territories of Armenia that went to Turkey was probably because Soviet authorities did not want to allow the Armenian refugees to consider the homeland they left as “homeland of Armenians.” Hence, the term “repatriation,” which partially validates that the “homeland of Armenians is confined to the borders of Soviet Armenia and Armenia does not discuss the border issue.” In 1924, an issue was brought up to spread the Western-Armenian refugees concentrated in Armenia throughout Russia (Economic Herald, 1923). This can be viewed as a plan/proposal to release the areas bordering with Turkey from the refugees who wanted to return to their homeland. 

This was the government’s position and the law enforcement structures were watching the citizens to silently and obediently follow the demand for silence. 

The “borderline perceptions” of the population on the Soviet side of the Armenian-Turkish border or the silence around those in the 20th century were conditioned with the 1920 Russian-Turkish alliance and inter-state as well as internal policies of two despotic countries- the USSR and the Republic of Turkey.  

The refugees’ memory of the homeland and raising the border issue was in fact prohibited in the USSR, including Soviet Armenia. The generations of the refugees remember the persecutions of their parents until now. “Until the [19]30s Eastern Armenians were not persecuted so much, mainly ours, Western Armenians. Our songs were even banned at our homes, singing was not allowed, some people would inform the authorities and the result would be the exile.” Robert Avetisyan, whose grandparents have survived Moush massacres, tells the following: “Most were afraid to tell. They were afraid of the authorities. Back then they’d catch and exile… people were afraid to tell about the deportation and the [massacres]. They’d not speak about this topic as there were such people among them that would inform [denounce].” (Kharatyan, 2015). Poghos Grigoryan, a refugee from Sasun, writes in his memoirs about the residents of Talin’s Ahagchi village bordering with Turkey: “…during the cruel years of Bolshevik dictatorship, they lived with their tongues tied in fear and terror, they became reserved, slept in barns, shared their sufferings, concerns and pain more with cattle and livestock than their family members and neighbours.” 

In the 1936-37s any mentioning of the Armenian-Turkish border became extremely problematic, classifying as an act of hostility and betrayal against the USSR. This started with political speeches on “betrayal” following the murder (officially suicide) of the Secretary of Central Committee of Armenia Aghasi Khanjyan in 1936. These talks were based on Lavrentiy Beria’s article “Banish the Enemies of Socialism,” published in July 20, 1936 issue of “Zarya Vostoka” newspaper. Beria wrote, “It is already clear that for years Khanjyan had regular correspondence with some Chopanian, a well-known representative of Armenian anti-revolutionary, bourgeois-nationalist part “Ramkavar” based abroad (in Paris)… …in a 1936 letter, in relation to the new Constitution, Chopanian advised Khanjyan to raise the issue of border revision and expansion. He writes, that this concerns not only Ani, Ararat, Kars and Surmalu handed over to Turkey, but also Akhalkalak, Karabakh, Nakhijevan, which have always been part of Armenia.  Not only Khanjyan had received such letters, but he also found it possible to answer those, and even follow those anti-revolutionary advices.” Later, the “issue of borders” becomes a dreadful threat for the Armenians living on the territory of the USSR. In 1936-1937, many Western Armenian writers, survivors of the Genocide, were arrested and charged with “nationalism,” (among them Yeghishe Charents, Vahan Totovents, Vahram Alazan, Gurgen Mahari, Azat Vshtuni, Ler Kamsar, Henry Gabrielyan, Zapel Yesayan, Mkrtich Janan, Chopuryan, Vagharshak Norents). Some were charged for their connections with the diaspora (presented as spying), and particularly with Paris-based diaspora Armenian writer and public figure Arshak Chopanian, who was “discussing the issue of borders.”  

Naturally, the word “border” was closely associated with the word “horror” in the public perception of Soviet Armenians, and ceased to be interpreted in public life. Civil society loudly expressed its “full agreement” with “being happy” within the fair Soviet borders, and “to not have any issue of past and present with the ones living outside the borders.” 

Even “The Forty Days of Musa Dagh” (Die vierzig Tage des Musa Dagh), a novel by the Austrian writer Franz Werfel that based on archival documents and presented a fragment of few Armenians’ resistance and salvation from the extermination plans of the Ottoman Empire, was translated into Armenian and published in Armenia only in 1964, while it was first published in 1933, translated and published in 36 languages in the 1934-35s, and had a million copies printed by 1965. The country “constructing socialism” not only imposed silence under the threat of punishment on its “internal population,” but also strictly observed the ban on information flaw from the outside world. The Armenians of USSR, including Soviet Armenia, continued to “loudly keep silent.” 

Yet, the “laud silence” did not lead to the loss of memory. Western Armenian refugees and their heirs started mentioning their abandoned homeland in a half-hidden manner- Ergir. In Armenian this is a ward with a special accent. It’s a dialect form of the word “yerkir” (“Yerkir” in Armenian has several meanings- “the whole world,” “a country, a homeland of a given people,” “part of a country, a province,” “ground, soil”), in Moush-Sasun dialect it is pronounced as ergir and used with respect to “the lost homeland.” Armenians from Moush and Sasun use the word exclusively when referring to their abandoned homeland. 

Probably, it is due to the “memory ban” on remembering the loss of homeland and their pain that the refugees settled around the borders used other ways of memory transfer: secretly kept written memoirs, written down narratives of their parents, various items brought from homeland and later sanctified, mapping of their settlements in the homeland, and learning their history from generation to generation. In other words “the other side of the border” was directly linked to the “family narrative” and “family memory.” Things with relatively public nature were the epitaphs mentioning the homeland, the reproduction of internally used toponyms of the homeland, and memorialization of phenomena related to the homeland within a community. It is interesting that the memorialization of the homeland left on the other side of the border was done secretly from the Soviet authorities and those memorials became sacred spaces for internal connection to the homeland (Neyzi and Kharatyan-Araqelyan, 2010; Kharatyan-Araqelyan, 2011). Family and personal memoirs were also secretly written, part of which was published after the collapse of the USSR (Harutyunyan, 1988; Avagyan, 2008), or the manuscript of Hayrapet Tonoyan from Moush “Brief Biographic Memories from the Past,” published by the same Inga Arshakyan under the title “Memories from the Past” in 2006. 

In 1965 the USSR allowed Armenia to officially speak about the 50th anniversary of the Armenian Genocide. First Genocide Memorial was built and gradually the border issue began to enter the field of cautious public debate. A song by the poet Hovhannes Shiraz, “To See Ani and Die,” became very popular. The ruins of medieval Armenian capital Ani were on the territory of Turkey. Kharkov or Nor Shen village of Armenia’s Shirak province is in front of Ani and separated from its ruins merely by a gorge. From the village you can see the streets and ruined buildings of the town. However, to enter the village one needs a permit from the Russian border guards, and even locals get an entry permit to visit their birthplace. Therefore, this village on the Armenian-Turkish border is empty: the inhabitants, hopeless and tired of these all, have left the village, and currently the ruined village has only one dweller, an 83 years-old Vahandukht Vardanyan.  She does not leave the village following the command of their elders “even if there is no flour to bake the bread, fire the tonir, for enemy to see the smoke and think that the village is inhabited, so he [the enemy] does not get happy from the village getting empty.” 

The borderline villages inhabited by the refugees “scare” the “enemy”- Turkish citizens living on the other side of the border- with other things as well, such as “writing” 1915 or the annual anniversary number with huge fires on the nearby mountain tops every year on the night of April 24, thus reminding about the Armenian Genocide and the need for reparation. This phenomenon also started in the 1960s. The picture below is the 2015 fire-text made by the villagers of Ujan, inhabited by the survivors from more than 80 villages of Sasun. The youth takes turns around the campfire all night, keeping the fire hot till the morning. 
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The independence of the Soviet Armenia happened under the conditions of Karabakh conflict and commencing war, temporarily shifting public attention from Turkey, although the conflict itself was publically perceived as a continuation of the Genocide   (Marutyan, 2009). 

The Armenian-Turkish border issue became a part of active public discourse (a) after the failed Armenian-Turkish Zurich Protocols; and (b) as a reaction to public debates in Turkey on the “Armenian Issue” initiated by Turkey after its active political steps to enter the European Union.  

A number of NGOs and individuals in Armenia have promptly reacted to those, mostly from rejecting positions. One of the most active organizations was Modus Vivendi Centre for Social Science (http://www. modusvivendicenter.org/). The mission of the Centre is to find peaceful solutions to regional problems through the International Law. Analysis and documents on the problematic phases of Armenian-Turkish border formation, as well as on the status and border issue of the Republic of Armenia during the San Remo Conference were quickly published one after another.

With respect to Zurich Protocols, Sound the alarms! This is our final Sardarapat. Analysis of the “Protocol on the Establishment of Diplomatic Relations between the Republic of Armenia and the Republic of Turkey” and “Protocol on Development of Relations between the Republic of Armenia and the Republic of Turkey” was published in Armenian (2009) and English (2010).

Then the full report of the Arbitral Award of the President of the United States of America Woodrow Wilson was made available for the Armenian public: 2011 - Arbitral Award of the President of the United States of America Woodrow Wilson: Full Report of the Committee upon the Arbitration of the Boundary between Turkey and Armenia, Washington, November 22, 1920 (Papian, 2011). Spanish translation of the report was published in 2014, followed by the Russian translation in 2015. Since then the Modus Vivendi Centre has constantly raised the Armenian-Turkish border revision issue and its legal possibilities through articles, interviews, discussions, etc. 
In 2014 a book by Ara Papian, “Hayrenatirutyun,” (Reclaiming the Homeland)։ Legal Bases for the Armenian claims and Related Issues (Collection of Articles) was published in English. The book already had four editions in Armenian (three in Eastern Armenian and one in Western Armenian), and one in Russian (2012). 

Modus Vivendi Centre organizes short-term Fall and Winter courses around these issues and uploads all the lectures on youtube under the topic “Reclaiming the Homeland.” 

During the same years, particularly in 2012, the following books were published by Prof. Ghazaryan (Hayk Ghazaryan, 2012a; Hayk Ghazaryan, 2012b). During the Soviet period, since 1960s, Prof. Ghazaryan wrote about socio-economic problems of the Armenians in the Ottoman Empire and always avoided the 20th century and the issues related to borders.   The books published in 2012 drastically differ from his previous works published during the Soviet period. In these publications the author analyses the conditions under which the Armenian-Turkish border was drawn, presents numerous European, Russian, Turkish and Armenian documents to the public that is aware of the issue, but is not familiar with the documents. Part of the documents are presented both in their original languages and in Armenian (English, Russian, Turkish, and Armenian). On the one hand both books analyse the reality of the Armenian Genocide, on the other hand they present materials and analysis of how the interests of the countries involved in solving the Armenian-Turkish issues hampered the solution for Armenia’s benefit.  

In the last 15 years the Armenians living near the Turkish border- the heirs of the refugees- have the opportunity of visiting Turkey as tourists, and many try to visit their homeland. Several travel agencies organize tours to Van, Moush, Sasun, and Cilicia. In general, from the start of the 21st century the “pilgrimage to ergir” became very active. Hundreds of people go to see the “homeland” in groups, in pairs, sometimes with their families. As they say, they go to relate to, communicate and re-discover the homeland. These are “pilgrimages” both in literal and figurative terms. Many try to find their ancestral village (“our village”) and ancestral home (“our house”). The pilgrims – the heirs of the second generation of the refugees – grew up with the parents’ mourning, suffering and constantly narrated pain and memories of ERGIR. Now they, and the third generation visit ERGIR in search of their grandparents’ and parents’ longings, and to bring “a word” from ergir for them.  They look for the village, the house, the garden, bring a handful of soil, walnut, a bottle of water from “their spring” and tell about the miracles of Ergir, as well as the ruins. Some visitors publish their impressions, trying to bridge what they have heard from their parents with what they have actually seen (Sahakyan, 2011).

This visits “discovered” that there are Armenians remaining on the other side of the border, and the lives of these Armenians became one of the issues of high interest for the population of Armenia. This is how the topic of Kurdified and Turkified Armenians, nowadays widely discussed both in Armenia and Turkey, became public. In parallel, people keeping their Armenian identity on the other side of the border were “discovered” as well. It was also “discovered” that a different kind of fear and a different kind of silence have suppressed people’s thoughts, feelings, souls, and contacts on the other side of the border. These caused new question marks in the issues of relations of the borderline population, and the researchers on both sides of the border try to answer those. More recently, the following books were published in Armenia: R. Melkonyan, N. Poghosyan, 2016; H. Kharatyan,  2018; A. Muradyan, Wall on the Armenian-Turkish Border, 2018. These books present to the Armenian public the underlying policy that forms the attitude towards Armenians in modern Turkey, the influence of the literature on that and the current complications of Armenia-Turkey relations.  

It could be stated, that the topic is only now opening up in the public discourse. 
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