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Letters from Readers

Genocide?

To the Editor:
Guenter Lewy’s article is

an accurate reflection of the
Turkish government’s nine-
decade-long campaign to
deny the Armenian geno-
cide [“The First Genocide
of the 20th Century?,” De-
cember 2005]. Like the
Turkish government (which
prosecutes its citizens for
even referring to an Ar-
menian genocide), Mr.
Lewy claims that: (1) what
happened to the Armenians
at the hands of the Turks in
1915-16 somehow does not
qualify as genocide; (2) all
the documents that schol-
ars have used for decades as
evidence of the genocide are
forgeries or otherwise un-
reliable; (3) the times were
hard for the Ottoman Em-
pire, too, and many Turks,
especially soldiers, died
along with Armenian civil-
ians from famine, disease,
and wartime chaos; (4) the
Armenians are to blame for
their fate because guerrilla
groups and revolutionaries

teamed up with the Russians
who were fighting against
the Ottomans in World
War I.

In fact, documentation of
the genocide is abundant
and incontrovertible. For
starters, there are some
4,000 U.S. State Depart-
ment documents in the Na-
tional Archives, written by
neutral American diplomats
and confirming what Am-
bassador Henry Morgen-
thau called “a campaign of
race extermination”; the edi-
tion of the British Parlia-
mentary Blue Book titled
“The Treatment of the Ar-
menians in the Ottoman
Empire, 1915-16,” compiled
by Viscount Bryce and
Arnold Toynbee; the for-
eign-office records of Aus-
tria and Germany (Turkey’s
wartime allies) now available
as books; and the Ottoman
parliamentary gazette, which
records the confessions of
government and military of-
ficials at the Constantino-
ple war-crimes tribunal held
after the war. (Mr. Lewy
claims the gazette records

are invalid, but their au-
thenticity has been validat-
ed by meticulous scholar-
ship.)

Add to this the thousands
of pages of eyewitness ac-
counts from relief workers,
missionaries, and survivors,
and one can see why the Ar-
menian genocide is estab-
lished history. The docu-
mentation shows that the
ruling Turkish government,
through high-level bureau-
cratic planning, emergency
executive legislation, the mo-
bilization of killing squads
that included some 30,000
convicts released from pri-
son, and an ingenious use of
railroad and telegraph tech-
nology, implemented the
empire-wide deportation and
massacre of its persecuted
Christian minority.

To claim that Armenians
were revolutionaries threat-
ening the security of the Ot-
toman Empire is to confuse
resistance to slaughter with
revolt. Mr. Lewy’s assertion
that because there were
thousands of Russian Ar-
menians in the Russian

army all the Ottoman Ar-
menians were disloyal is a
non-sequitur. The former
were, after all, Russian cit-
izens, many of whom fought
on the European front. It is
true that thousands of Ot-
toman Armenians f led to
fight for the Russians, but
these defections had noth-
ing to do with the more
than 2 million loyal Arme-
nians spread throughout
Turkey. 

Mr. Lewy’s manipulation
of history is so blatant that
in his attempt to provide
context for why Armenians
became dangerous “revolu-
tionaries” in the 1890’s, he
neglects to mention the ma-
jor event of the era: Sultan
Abdul Hamid II’s massacre
of 200,000 Armenians in
1894-96. This was in re-
sponse to Armenian protests
for civil-rights reforms that
they hoped would amelio-
rate their “infidel Christian”
status. So unprecedented in
modern history were these
massacres of defenseless cit-
izens that human-rights
movements sprang up all
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over Europe and the Unit-
ed States in response, and
Abdul Hamid was dubbed
the “bloody Sultan.”

Mr. Lewy’s denialist
strategy is also clear in his
effort to separate Raphael
Lemkin, the man who
coined the term “genocide,”
from the Armenian geno-
cide by suggesting that
Lemkin meant the term
only for the Holocaust. But
Lemkin named the Armen-
ian case in first developing
the concept of genocide,
and he consecrated the term
“Armenian genocide” in a
nationally televised inter-
view in 1949.

Mr. Lewy’s claim that
there is no proof of the Ot-
toman government’s intent
to destroy the Armenian
people is an absurdity. The
entire corpus of documen-
tary evidence corroborates
many times over how sys-
tematic and organized the
extermination was. Every
book on comparative geno-
cide in the English language
has a substantial section on
the Armenian case, and the
International Association of
Genocide Scholars is unan-
imous in its assessment that
it was one of the major geno-
cides of the modern era.

The record yields one of
the most grotesque com-
pendiums of government-
planned murder and plun-
der in history. For a histo-
rian to assert that “the doc-
umentary evidence suggests
that the Ottoman govern-
ment wanted to arrange an
orderly process of deporta-
tion” that was “humane”
and “compassionate” is as
outrageous as the claim of
David Irving and other
Holocaust deniers that there
were no gas chambers in the
Nazi camps.

Peter Balakian
Colgate University
Hamilton, New York 

To the Editor:
Guenter Lewy’s article is

too clever by far. First, he
denies that the Armenians
were victims of genocide
because evidence of pre-
meditation on the part of
the Turks is not apparent to
him. He seems to f ind it
problematic for the claim of
genocide that Talaat Pasha
did not produce posters an-
nouncing his intention to
wipe out a group “in whole
or in part” (as the UN Geno-
cide Convention puts it).
Neither, one might note, did
Hitler.

But one does not have to
string together a list of pro-
nouncements over a period
of years to show premedi-
tation; it is suff icient to
demonstrate that the per-
petrators devised and car-
ried out a plan for extermi-
nation.

The genocide of the Ar-
menians was carried out
chiefly by a covert “special
organization” established by
the Ottoman government
and later taken over by the
dictatorial Committee of
Union and Progress (CUP),
known popularly as the
Young Turks. Brigands, as
well as thugs and murder-
ers taken from prisons, were
organized into battalions to
carry out the killings, along
with gendarmes, tribesmen,
villagers, and parts of the
army. Officials who refused
to cooperate with agents of
the CUP (who demanded
not only the expulsion of
the Armenians but also their
slaughter) were dismissed
from their posts or put to
death.

Sophisticated foreign of-
ficials, neutral observers as
well as friends of the Turks,
came to the conclusion that
the purpose of the deporta-
tion of the Armenians was
extermination. The German
vice-consul in Erzerum re-

ported in 1916 that “[t]he
fear I spoke of . . . that the
evacuation of the Armeni-
ans would be tantamount to
their annihilation [and] that
this was the purpose behind
it, has unfortunately turned
out to be true.” In another
revealing dispatch in 1916,
the third wartime German
ambassador at the Ottoman
court wrote to his govern-
ment: “The [CUP] de-
mands the annihilation of
the last remnants of the Ar-
menians, and the govern-
ment must bow to its de-
mands.”

The U.S. consul in
Harput, Leslie Davis, wrote
to the State Department
that “[a]nother method was
found to destroy the Ar-
menian race. . . . A massacre
would be humane in com-
parison.” A second report
from Davis was even more
pointed: “That the order is
nominally to exile the Arme-
nians from these [provinces]
may mislead the outside
world for a time, but the
measure is nothing but a mas-
sacre of the most atrocious
nature. . . . There is no doubt
that this massacre was done
by order of the government;
there can be no pretense that
the measure is anything but
a general massacre.” 

Mr. Lewy has argued
elsewhere that though Ta-
laat and his cohort should
have known that expulsion
under wartime conditions
would result in an over-
whelming number of
deaths, they were too igno-
rant to understand this. If
Mr. Lewy were to go to
Turkey today, he, like the
novelist Orhan Pamuk,
could be prosecuted under
the criminal code for “in-
sulting Turkish officials.” In
fact, the Young Turk off i-
cials were highly intelligent
and hardly ignorant, which
made them all the more cul-

pable for their crimes, and
more adept at trying to cov-
er them up.

Dennis R. Papazian
Armenian Research Center
University of Michigan
Dearborn, Michigan

To the Editor:
Guenter Lewy writes

that the “historical question
at issue” in determining
whether the Armenians
were victims of genocide at
the hands of the Turks “is
premeditation—that is,
whether the Turkish regime
intentionally organized
[their] annihilation.” He ar-
gues that “no authentic doc-
umentary evidence exists to
prove the culpability of the
central government.”

This is not correct. Dur-
ing the period in question,
1915-16, the Ottoman Em-
pire was controlled by the
Young Turk party, whose
leadership triumvirate con-
sisted of Enver Pasha, Ta-
laat Pasha, and Djemal
Pasha. Here are their own
words.

Enver (1916): “The Ot-
toman Empire should be
cleaned up of the Armeni-
ans and the Lebanese. We
have destroyed the former
by the sword, we shall de-
stroy the latter through star-
vation.”

Talaat (1915): “Turkey is
taking advantage of the war
in order thoroughly to liq-
uidate its internal foes, i.e.,
the indigenous Christians,
without being thereby dis-
turbed by foreign inter-
vention.”

Djemal, upon viewing the
deportations: “I am ashamed
of my nation.” 

In 1926, Mustafa Kemal
(or Atatürk), head of the
modern Turkish Republic,
said: “These leftovers from
the former Young Turk Par-
ty, who should have been
made to account for the
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millions of our Christian
subjects who were ruthless-
ly driven en masse from
their homes and massacred,
have been restive under the
Republican rule.”

In 1919, Henry Mor-
genthau, the U.S. ambas-
sador to the Ottoman Em-
pire, recalled: “When the
Turkish authorities gave the
orders for these deporta-
tions, they were merely giv-
ing the death warrant to a
whole race; they understood
this well, and, in their con-
versations with me, they
made no particular attempt
to conceal the fact.”
Charles Garo Ashjian

Newark, New Jersey

To the Editor:
Guenter Lewy’s article

explores why the 1915-16
massacre of 650,000 to
800,000 Armenians might
not be considered genocide.
There are two main prob-
lems with his thesis. First,
he overlooks the fact that
Armenians were massacred
repeatedly in the Muslim
Middle East throughout the
late-19th and early-20th
centuries. The ideology that
drove this violence was
rooted in the established re-
lationship of the Muslim
community toward non-
Muslims. As Bat Ye’or, An-
drew Bostom, and others
have documented, these
practices were sanctioned
by fourteen centuries of
Qur’anic practice. 

As Christian “dhimmis”
in the Ottoman Empire, the
Armenians enjoyed “pro-
tection” while being subject
to discriminatory taxes, un-
equal treatment under Is-
lamic law, restrictions in re-
ligious expression, and sub-
mission to ritual humilia-
tion. Any breach of this
contract on the part of non-
Muslims could lead to death
by the sword.

Second, Mr. Lewy is
oddly fixated on the ques-
tion of whether the geno-
cide of 1915-16 was explic-
itly “planned.” But the fact
that Armenians were seen
as allied with the Turks’ po-
litical enemies does not
make the butchery of men,
women, and children any
more explainable. By Mr.
Lewy’s standard, one could
say that the Holocaust was
not planned, either, but sim-
ply grew out of meetings
between Hitler and other
leaders as the war devel-
oped. After all, many Nazis
viewed the Jews as “politi-
cal enemies” of Germany.

Bettina Fehr
Dallas, Texas

To the Editor:
Guenter Lewy writes

that the best way to judge
the Armenian tragedy is to
conclude that the Ottoman
government’s “primary in-
tent” was “undoubtedly”
not to commit genocide but
to remove the Armenians
from strategic locations,
thereby denying support to
Armenian guerrilla bands
who had allied themselves
with the Russians to wage
war against the Turks. Suc-
cinctly put, it was a matter
of self-defense. But it is very
strange that the government
thought the best way to
solve its guerrilla problem
was to murder the men and
deport the women and chil-
dren, raping and abusing
them on the way.

What are Mr. Lewy’s
reasons for his conclusion?
For one, some Armenian
communities were spared
deportation. But this does
not show that there was no
plan for genocide, only that
the Turkish government was
(as Mr. Lewy describes it at
one point) “incompetent
and inefficient,” and could
not carry out its own plan.

Mr. Lewy also writes that
some of the Turkish gen-
darmes were nice enough to
protect and feed the Arme-
nians. But this is like saying
there was no plan of geno-
cide by the Germans be-
cause some German off i-
cials saved Jewish lives.

According to accounts
from the U.S. ambassador
Henry Morgenthau, the his-
torian Arnold Toynbee, the
humanitarian Johannes Lep-
sius, and others, the Turkish
government had plans to an-
nihilate the Armenians in
their ancestral lands. Mr.
Lewy wants more evidence.
Perhaps if the Turkish gov-
ernment were more willing
to open its archives for inves-
tigation, instead of, as Mr.
Lewy notes, “threaten[ing]
retaliation against anyone
calling into question its own
version of events,” the issue
could be settled once and
for all.

Juliet Dilanchyan-
Setian

Dana Point, California

To the Editor:
I have little doubt that,

were he alive, the great
Raphael Lemkin, who
coined the term “genocide”
and whom Guenter Lewy
quotes at the beginning of
his article, would be leading
the protest not only against
Mr. Lewy’s denial of the Ar-
menian genocide but against
Commentary for agreeing
to publish it. How the great
have fallen! It was from
Commentary that I, like
many others, f irst learned
of the Armenian genocide
in a classic article by Mar-
jorie Housepian in Septem-
ber 1966, “The Unremem-
bered Genocide.” Over and
over again Lemkin treated
the murders of the Armeni-
ans decisively as genocide.

Mr. Lewy provides the
deniers of genocide with at

least two new rhetorical
tools. First, set out the pic-
ture of denial that you want
to create (“no authentic doc-
umentary evidence exists to
prove the culpability of the
central government . . . for
the massacre”). Later, make
a point of giving a small
taste of some of the real
facts to prove your open-
mindedness and reliability
(“It is true that no written
record of Hitler’s order for
the Final Solution of the
‘Jewish question’ has ever
been found, either”) and
then minimize the signifi-
cance of this information,
rolling back to the original
thesis of denial. 

Mr. Lewy’s second strat-
egy entails assigning appre-
ciative, respectful adjectives
to denialist statements
(“documentary evidence sug-
gests that the Ottoman gov-
ernment wanted to arrange
an orderly process of depor-
tation—even a relatively hu-
mane one”) and subtly den-
igrating references to evi-
dence of the genocide (“the
book [presenting telegrams
by Talaat Pasha ordering the
killing of all Armenians ir-
respective of sex or age] is
considered a forgery . . . by
practically every Western
student”; “these trials [which
found members of the
regime responsible for the
massacres] suffered from se-
rious deficiencies of due
process”; “all of the original
trial documents are lost,
leaving nothing but copies”).

Is Mr. Lewy aware that
the Ottoman rulers in
Palestine ordered and car-
ried out the expulsion of
Jews from Jaffa-Tel Aviv in
1914 (with more than 500
expelled) and again in 1917
(when several thousand
were deported)? A serious
number of deaths resulted
from these forced uproot-
ings, and the worst that was
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feared never came to be
thanks only to internation-
al intervention. Who or-
dered the expulsions? Dje-
mal Pasha, one of the tri-
umvirate responsible for the
Armenian genocide. On
what grounds? Did the Jews
of Palestine line up to join
the Armenian rebels or the
Russian army in the Ot-
toman-ruled city of Van?
The Ottoman authorities
stated in a Hebrew news-
paper in 1915 that “it is
only the Zionists and Zion-
ism, that corrupt and in-
cendiary mad rebellious el-
ement, . . . which we must
vanquish.”

The Ottomans also ex-
pelled nationalist Arabs
from Palestine, Lebanon,
and Syria. And a fate simi-
lar to that of the Armenians
befell the other Christian
populations of Ottoman
Turkey, like the Assyrians
and the Greeks. The Ot-
tomans were on a rampage
to get rid of any and all who
were not like them.

Israel W. Charny
International Association of

Genocide Scholars
Jerusalem, Israel

To the Editor:
After reading Guenter

Lewy’s article documenting
the terrible deaths suffered
by Armenians at the hands
of the Turks, but arguing
that they were not victims
of genocide, a phrase came
to mind: “a distinction with-
out a difference.”

Tom Bastien
Denver, Colorado

To the Editor:
Shame on Commen-

tary for aiding and abet-
ting Guenter Lewy in his
denial of the Armenian
Holocaust. Those who dis-
honor the dead and their
descendants by supporting
the makers of official histo-

ry are, as Simone Weil said,
taking “the murderers at
their word.” 

David Donabedian
New York City

Guenter Lewy writes:
The strident, not to say

vitriolic, tone of the letters
reacting to my article de-
monstrates once again the
great difficulty of conduct-
ing a dispassionate discus-
sion of the tragic events of
1915-16. The letters are rich
in phrases like “absurdist”
and “outrageous,” but short
on relevant historical facts. 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.” The great ma-
jority of these self-proclaimed
experts on Ottoman history
have never set foot in an
archive or done any other
original research on the sub-
ject in question. 

Peter Balakian, Dennis R.
Papazian, and Charles Garo
Ashjian insist on the “culpa-
bility of the central govern-
ment” for carrying out “a
plan of extermination,” but
they fail to support this
charge with credible evi-
dence. The reports of diplo-
mats and missionaries on the
scene document the horrors
of the deportation process,
but contain little solid in-
formation about who carried
out the killings or who or-
dered them. Given the very
large number of deaths and
the observed complicity of
many local off icials in the
murders, it is not surprising
that not a few of these wit-
nesses concluded that the
high death toll was an in-
tended outcome of the de-
portation decision. Still, well-
informed as many foreign
off icials were about the
events unfolding before their

eyes, their insight into the
mindset and the real inten-
tions of the Young Turk
leadership was necessarily
limited. Indeed, to this day
the inner workings of the
Young Turk regime, and es-
pecially the role of the tri-
umvirate of Enver, Talaat,
and Djemal, are understood
only very inadequately.

The fact that large num-
bers of Armenians lost their
lives does not prove the exis-
tence of a premeditated plan
of annihilation, and in and of
itself tells us nothing about
who is to be held responsible
for these deaths. As I showed
in my article, large numbers
of Turkish civilians died as a
result of severe shortages of
food and epidemics, while
large numbers of Turkish sol-
diers, especially the wound-
ed in battle, perished for lack
of adequate medical care and
as a result of neglect and in-
competence on the part of
their own officers. Yet these
deaths surely do not prove
that the Ottoman govern-
ment—ultimately responsi-
ble for all of these condi-
tions—sought and inten-
tionally caused the death of
its own people and soldiers.
Objective results are not the
same as subjective intent.  

Peter Balakian asserts that
the record of the postwar Ot-
toman courts-martial, con-
taining “the confessions of
government and military of-
ficials,” has been “validated
by meticulous scholarship.”
However, as I demonstrate
in my book, The Armenian
Massacres in Ottoman Turkey:
A Disputed Genocide, the per-
son whom Mr. Balakian (in
his own book The Burning
Tigris) credits with this work
of validation, Vahakn Dadri-
an, is himself guilty of will-
ful mistranslations, selective
quotations, and other serious
violations of scholarly ethics.
Hilmar Kaiser, a historian

who is strongly pro-Armen-
ian in his approach, charges
Dadrian with the same mis-
deeds and has concluded
with considerable under-
statement that “serious schol-
ars should be cautioned
against accepting all of
Dadrian’s statements at face
value.” The fact that Mr. Bal-
akian in his book calls Dadri-
an “the foremost scholar of
the Armenian genocide”
speaks volumes. 

The British historian An-
drew Mango has written that
some of Balakian’s assertions
“would make any serious Ot-
toman historian’s hair stand
on end,” and I join in this ap-
praisal. Mr. Balakian should
know that the Armenian rev-
olutionary movement pre-
dated the massacres of 1894-
96, and that the revolution-
aries’ inflammatory propa-
ganda had helped bring
about the mob violence. Ac-
cording to the American
journalist Sidney Whitman,
who witnessed the events, the
pamphlets of the revolution-
aries had called for an upris-
ing to throw off the Turkish
yoke. The Turks had taken
these threats seriously, and
this had led to the horrors
and “the suffering of the in-
nocent for the guilty.” The
strategy of the revolutionar-
ies, as William L. Langer has
convincingly argued, was to
provoke the Turks to com-
mit excesses, which would
draw the attention of the
Christian world and bring
about European intervention
on behalf of the Armenians.
In information meant for for-
eign consumption, the revo-
lutionaries portrayed their
armed struggle against the
Ottoman regime as defensive
violence, while their own
publications celebrated the
heroic fight for national lib-
eration.

Mr. Balakian misrepre-
sents my description of the
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deportation decision. I refer
to the “many decrees com-
manding protection and
compassionate treatment of
the deportees,” which indeed
show a formal commitment
to “a relatively humane”
process (the word “relative-
ly” is omitted by Mr. Bal-
akian). But, of course, pub-
lished decrees are not self-
executing, and the actual
course of the deportations
bore little resemblance to the
benevolent procedures con-
tained in the law. My article
speaks of the harrowing trek
over mountains and through
deserts where massive num-
bers of Armenians died of
starvation and disease or were
murdered. I note the callous
attitude of the Ottoman gov-
ernment to its own people,
which makes it unsurprising
that this government showed
little concern for “the terri-
ble misery” that would result
from deporting the bulk of
the Armenians from their
historical communities. To
equate my position on these
horrors with that of the
Holocaust-denier David Irv-
ing makes for a rousing close
to a letter already rich in
abuse but is sheer dema-
goguery.

The pronouncements of
Enver and Talaat indicating
their destructive designs
against the Armenians, which
Charles Garo Ashjian quotes,
are probably taken from Am-
bassador Morgenthau’s Story,
first published in 1918. Yet
this book had a strong pro-
pagandistic motive. It was
written, as Morgenthau ex-
plained in a 1917 letter to
President Woodrow Wilson,
to convince the American
people “of the necessity of
carrying the war to a victo-
rious conclusion.” The book
puts words into the mouths
of various players that, with
few exceptions, do not ap-
pear in the sources utilized

by Morgenthau. The mem-
oir portrays Talaat and En-
ver as ruthless villains, but in
his diary, available at the Li-
brary of Congress manu-
script collection, Morgen-
thau repeatedly praises the
two ministers for their kind-
ness. He had frequently in-
vited them for meals at his
home and gone riding with
them in the countryside.

The demonization of Ta-
laat and Enver in Morgen-
thau’s book through the use
of allegedly verbatim com-
ments was a politically in-
spired device, probably the
brainchild of the journalist
Burton J. Hendrick, who
ghost-wrote the book and 
received a share of the roy-
alties. A highly favorable ap-
praisal of Talaat is preserved
also from the pen of William
Peet, the American head of
the international Armenian
relief effort in Constantino-
ple, who recalled that Talaat
Pasha always “gave prompt
attention to my requests, fre-
quently greeting me as I
called upon him in his office
with the introductory re-
mark: ‘We are partners, what
can I do for you today?’” 

According to Bettina
Fehr, my article “explores
why the 1915-16 massacre
of 650,000 to 800,000 Ar-
menians might not be con-
sidered genocide” and “is
oddly fixated” on whether
this genocide was “planned.”
In fact, I speak of a total loss
of life of around 650,000—
the result of starvation, dis-
ease, and murder. We can-
not know how many died
from each of these causes,
nor is there a way of sepa-
rating out the Armenian
deaths due to the guerrilla
warfare waged by the Ar-
menian revolutionaries. It
was the Armenians’ “un-
f lagging devotion to the
cause of the Allies,” in the
words of Boghos Nubar, the

leader of the Armenian del-
egation to the postwar Paris
peace conference, rather
than any plan to destroy the
Armenian community, that
in my view explains the
harsh reaction of the Ot-
toman regime. Whether the
Holocaust grew out of a
long-held plan by Hitler to
destroy the Jews or devel-
oped incrementally as a re-
sult of gradual radicalization
on the part of the Nazi lead-
ership remains the subject
of scholarly debate. In any
case, large numbers of Ar-
menians were not just “po-
litical enemies” but active-
ly fought on the side of
Turkey’s wartime foes.

I agree with Juliet Di-
lanchyan-Setian about the
importance of fully opening
the Turkish archives. In Jan-
uary 1989, the Turkish for-
eign minister announced
that the f iles would be
opened, and many scholars,
including some Armenians,
have since been able to
work with various Turkish
documents. Yet there is ev-
idence that some authors
deemed politically reliable
are granted privileged ac-
cess long before the same
materials are made available
to others less favored. The
principle of full access on an
equitable basis, I hasten to
add, should hold also for
Armenian archives. For ex-
ample, the archive of the
Dashnak party, held in
Boston, is said to be closed
to those opposed to the Ar-
menian point of view.

Where Israel W. Charny
detects a design on the part
of the Ottomans “to get rid
of any and all who were not
like them,” I see various se-
curity measures, some more
justif ied than others. Yet
since even Mr. Charny stops
short of calling these oc-
currences “genocide,” I fail
to discern the relevance of

these other expulsions to the
allegation of Armenian
genocide. Moreover, Dje-
mal Pasha, who according
to Mr. Charny was “one of
the triumvirate responsible
for the Armenian genocide,”
in fact saved thousands of
lives by diverting Armeni-
ans to southern Syria and
Lebanon where there were
no massacres. Djemal also
ordered an effective relief
program, as a result of
which the vast majority of
the deportees survived.
These various interventions,
aimed at moderating the
hardships of the hapless Ar-
menians, at the time earned
him the nickname “Pasha of
Armenia.” 

David Donabedian accus-
es me of dishonoring the
dead and their descendants
and faults Commentary for
“aiding and abetting” my
“denial of the Armenian
Holocaust.” Such language,
unfortunately all too preva-
lent, is used against anyone
who dares question the Ar-
menian version of the calami-
tous events of 1915-16. Dis-
tinguished scholars of Ot-
toman history like Roderic
Davison, J.C. Hurewitz,
Bernard Lewis, and Andrew
Mango have rejected the ap-
propriateness of the geno-
cide label for those occur-
rences. Yet, ignoring this
formidable array of learned
opinion, Armenians and
their supporters among so-
called genocide scholars
continue to assert with su-
perb arrogance that the Ar-
menian genocide is incon-
trovertible fact and “estab-
lished history” that can be
denied only by lackeys of
the Turkish government or
morally obtuse individuals.
Unless and until there is a
change in this attitude, I see
little hope for ending this
almost century-old conflict.
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What are the facts?
Who are the new anti-Semites? The new anti-Semites do

not publicly proclaim their desire to bring about a second
Holocaust or to subject the Jews to mass murder or
annihilation. The hatred is aimed against the state of Israel,
which, according to the new anti-Semites, represents all
that is evil in the world and which is the main violator of
human rights and guilty of virtually every other abuse that
can be conceived. This
poison is now so widespread
that a poll taken in Europe
not too long ago found Israel
to be the greatest menace to
the peace of the world – far
ahead of such murderous
regimes as those of Iran or of
North Korea. 

The leaders and instigators of this new anti-Semitism are
concentrated on the political left, its most active and vocal
spokesmen being found in our prestige universities. Such
is the anti-Zionist (anti-Semitic) focus of the left that,
almost incomprehensibly, it includes a fair number of
Jewish professors and other “intellectuals,” not just here in
the United States, but even in Israel itself.

Those on the extreme left call for the abolition of the
State of Israel outright, although they do not tell us what
they propose to do with the five million Israeli Jews. They
would presumably be left to the tender mercies of the Arabs,
who would, of course, have no greater joy than to emulate
or perhaps even to “improve” on the Nazi model and to give
“final solution(!) to the Jewish problem” once and for all.
That isn’t going to happen, of course, not because anybody
in the world would lift a finger to prevent it, but because,
fortunately, Israel is a very strong and most capable nation.

A death wish for Israel. In deference to “world opinion”
and also to the wishes of the United States, Israel has
allowed itself to be pressured into innumerable concessions
to those who are sworn to destroy it. But it seems clear
that, when the chips are really down, a most decisive

response on the part of Israel can be expected. With the
possible exception of Carthage during the Punic Wars,
almost 2500 years ago, no country in the world, no country
in recorded history, has ever been threatened with
extinction. Israel is the one exception. Fueled by the
extreme left, the “legitimacy” of Israel is a constant topic of
discussion. The abolition of the “Zionist entity” gets serious
attention, even in the hallowed halls of the United Nations.

Iran feverishly pursues the
Holy Grail of atomic
weapons. Its president has
publicly declared – not
once, but repeatedly – that
Israel is a “tumor” that must
be excised and that it must
be wiped off the map of the
world. Medium-range

missiles (so far, fortunately without atomic warheads) are
being paraded through the streets of Teheran, with signs
attached to them, shamelessly giving their destination as
Jerusalem. A few eyebrows are being raised around the
world, but otherwise nothing is being done about it.

Because the memory of the Nazi Holocaust still lingers
after all these years, the new anti-Semitism is disguised as
the socially more acceptable “anti-Zionism.” It is pursued
and propagated by the radical left. Every leftist
demonstration – be it about the war in Iraq, against
globalization, for or against whatever else – does inevitably
include appeals against “Israeli subjugation of the
Palestinians,” the “occupation of Palestinian lands by
Israel,” or simply asks for the elimination of Israel. Sadly,
quite a few Jews, having been saturated with leftism from
their early years, participate in such demonstrations.

While the propagation of the new anti-Semitism by
prestige universities started in Europe (mostly in England),
it has found fertile ground in the universities of the United
States. The active participation in the new anti-Semitism
by the American clergy (beginning with the Presbyterians)
is a scandalous reality.
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America Abroad

To the Editor:
The notion of a Bush

Doctrine, much celebrated
by Commentary’s sym-
posiasts, demands a certain
oblivion as to its historical
origins [“Defending and Ad-
vancing Freedom,” Novem-
ber 2005]. For what began
as the pursuit of weapons of
mass destruction (WMD) in
Iraq was given a hurried
paint job to become a cru-
sade for democracy. That is
slapdashery, not a doctrine. 

Several contributors would
no doubt join in James Q.
Wilson’s assertion that “even
if we had known that Iraq had
no WMD’s, it would have
made little difference.” That
is quite untrue. The supposed
presence of WMD’s in Iraq
was (and is) central to the le-
gitimacy of the President’s
power to wage this war.

Congress was moved to
authorize the campaign in
Iraq by representations about
WMD’s. The joint resolution
of October 2, 2002 empha-
sizes “the discovery that Iraq
had large stockpiles of chem-
ical weapons and a large-scale
biological-weapons program,
and that Iraq had an advanced
nuclear-weapons-develop-
ment program,” and repeats
that untruth throughout. Ab-
sent the warnings about
WMD’s, it is doubtful that
the Bush Doctrine to de-
mocratize the Middle East
would have elicited congres-
sional support.

Joseph D. Becker
New York City

To the Editor:
In his contribution to

the November 2005 sym-
posium, Owen Harries
complains about President
Bush’s “simple and danger-
ous” statement that “either
you are with us, or you are
with the terrorists.” But the

logic of the President’s view
is unassailable.

In some wars, such as the
one that Winston Churchill
faced in 1940, it may be
possible for a country to re-
main neutral, following a
policy of impartiality to-
ward both belligerent sides.
A war against terrorism is
different because terrorists,
lacking a state of their own,
seek sanctuaries where they
can organize, train, and pre-
pare for attacks. The gov-
ernment of a would-be neu-
tral faces a clear choice—to
avoid trouble with the ter-
rorists by collaborating with
them, at least to the extent
of shutting its eyes to ac-
tivities directed against oth-
er nations, or to protect its
sovereignty by taking action
against the terrorists’ mis-
use of its territory.

In the latter case, the
would-be neutral becomes
(in effect if not off icially)
an ally of the United States
in the anti-terrorist effort.
In the former case, nomi-
nal neutrality becomes a
cover for either active or
passive complicity in ter-
rorism—a policy of hostil-
ity to American interests,
and indeed to the interests
of Western civilization.

President Bush’s recog-
nition of this fact may have
been “simple,” as Mr. Har-
ries says, but it was also re-
alistic. Can it be so “dan-
gerous” to speak the truth?

Kenneth H.W.
Hilborn

University of Western 
Ontario

London, Canada

To the Editor:
Stanley Hoffmann’s con-

tribution to Commentary’s
symposium favors high-
minded platitudes over good
judgment about painfully
complex realities. He writes
that preventive military ac-

tion is illegal under interna-
tional law unless there is a
threat of imminent attack. If
no such threat is evident,
preemptive action will be
seen as a form of aggression.
Now this is a statement of
the obvious that avoids the
great problem of recent his-
tory: under what circum-
stances might a society jus-
tif iably feel threatened by
imminent attack? After a
true danger is averted, the
awful possibilities that were
faced cannot be revived in
their full dimensions, leav-
ing us prey to the claims of
historical revisionism. 

Mr. Hoffmann goes on
to proclaim that, since we
need allies, “unilateral pre-
vention would be counter-
productive, and encourage
other actors to strike when-
ever they want. The result
would be chaos.” Does he
really feel that the Saddam
Husseins of this world
would ever be deterred by
examples of restraint against
perceived danger? As for
unilateral action, who would
not want to have as many
allies as possible? But what
if potential allies are faint-
hearted or for any other rea-
son do not volunteer? Per-
haps Mr. Hoffmann re-
members the famous car-
toon depicting Winston
Churchill after the fall of
France saying, “Very well,
we’ll go it alone.”

M. Donald Coleman
Mamaroneck, New York

To the Editor:
In his entry in Commen-

tary’s symposium, Mark
Helprin faults the Bush ad-
ministration for being “in
thrall to the most pressing
and immediate” at the ex-
pense of a long-term vision.
In the course of elaborating
this charge, Mr. Helprin
draws an analogy, writing that
“because of their inability to

sense the long term, chess
players who focus on their
pawns rather than their po-
sition usually lose.” 

But, of course, a player
who focused on his pawns
rather than on his position
would not “usually lose,” he
would always lose. Chess
employs feudal terms but is
strikingly democratic: the
eight pawns are every bit as
important as the knights,
bishops, rooks, and queens.
It is meaningless to speak of
pawn moves as somehow
having short-term signifi-
cance or an impact separate
from that on the overall
“position.” The American
grandmaster and psychoan-
alyst Reuben Fine once em-
phasized pawns’ worth this
way: “I’d rather have a pawn
than a finger.” He was ab-
solutely right. Pawns, as the
great Philidor said, “are the
soul of chess.”  

Let us hope that Mr.
Helprin’s insights into glob-
al politics go deeper than his
insights into chess.

Siegfried Jones
Brooklyn, New York

Athens & Jerusalem

To the Editor:
In an era in which the

classics of Western literature
are sometimes dismissed as
the outmoded works of dead
white males, Hillel Halkin’s
remarkable essay, “Sailing to
Ithaca” [November 2005],
shows how the Bible and The
Odyssey can enrich our think-
ing about the most complex
issues in life. Even more im-
portant, in my view, is what
Mr. Halkin teaches about the
world of the ancient Greeks
and that of the Bible—
Athens and Jerusalem, as
the traditions they spawned
have been called.

[12]

Commentary  February 2006



These were the two trans-
formative civilizations of an-
tiquity; no people encoun-
tering either for the first time
could remain the same. 

The two were brought
together methodically in
medieval philosophy, creat-
ing a dialectic that has dom-
inated Western thought
ever since. Their places of
meeting have seen creativ-
ity at the highest levels.

What was the secret of
the encounter by which
Athens and Jerusalem be-
came more than just their
already immensely power-
ful selves? Numerous stud-
ies have been devoted to this
question, of which two of
the most famous are by Lev
Shestov and Leo Strauss.
The focus has usually been
on the tension between rea-
son and revelation, between
analysis and inspiration, but
Mr. Halkin supplies a clue
in a different direction. 

Taking his cue from Erich
Auerbach’s comparison of
Odysseus’ return to Ithaca
with the binding of Isaac, he
suggests that Odysseus em-
bodies the hope of restora-
tion, of the yearning to re-
turn home, to a world in
which everything has indeed
changed and no one remains
the same but in which, some-
how, nothing is different. As
Mr. Halkin writes, by the end
of The Odyssey, “time and age
are vanquished.”

The Bible, by contrast,
suggests the possibility of
reconciliation, of acknowl-
edging change and guilt yet
also of coming to terms
with these burdens with the
aid of an open-ended hope
for the future. The Bible (if
one may continue Mr.
Halkin’s nautical metaphor)
teaches us how to deal with
the wake of the past that
each of us pulls behind,
heading into the harbor.

This message would be syn-
thesized by Jews of antiqui-
ty into the concept of re-
pentance (teshuvah), having
the power to reverse mis-
deeds and allow one to sail
away safe and free from the
wreckage one has inflicted
on God, the command-
ments, others, and oneself.   

When these two broad
concepts are engaged, when
the hope of restoration en-
counters the promise of rec-
onciliation, Athens and
Jerusalem together create a
world of intellectual fer-
ment, cultural richness, and
personal optimism—a world
that, even in the 21st cen-
tury, retains its power to
move us.
Albert I. Baumgarten

Bar Ilan University
Givat Shmuel, Israel

To the Editor:
Back when I was teaching

undergraduates instead of
seminarians, I began my “In-
troduction to Religious Stud-
ies” course with Homer’s Il-
iad, not just to do my bit for
cultural literacy but also so
that I could teach Simone
Weil’s famous essay “The Il-
iad, or the Poem of Force,”
regarded by many as the
finest interpretation of that
epic ever written. Although
I hardly have the expertise to
claim that Hillel Halkin’s
“Sailing to Ithaca” is the
finest essay on The Odyssey
ever written, I can at least say
that if I were still teaching
undergraduates, I would
want to add The Odyssey to
my syllabus, simply so that I
might teach “Sailing to Itha-
ca” as well.

Both epics can prove
highly disconcerting to mod-
ern sensibilities; but with the
right depth of insight, it is
still possible to show Hom-
er’s greatness without either
apologizing for his “sexism”

or turning him into a para-
ble for our allegedly more
enlightened times. Mr. Hal-
kin has restored my admira-
tion for what genuine liter-
ary criticism can accomplish. 

Edward T. Oakes, S.J.
University of St. Mary 

of the Lake
Mundelein, Illinois

Hillel Halkin writes:
I thank Albert Baum-

garten and Father Oakes for
their thoughtful and appre-
ciative responses.

The Blacklist

To the Editor:
Arguments about the

Hollywood blacklist in-
evitably return to certain cru-
cial facts, so obviously it is
important to get those facts
right, however pedantic it
might seem to point them
out. Mark Falcoff’s otherwise
fine review of Behind the
Blacklist by Allis and Ronald
Radosh [November 2005]
contains two errors, one mi-
nor and one rather less so.

To begin with the minor:
Mr. Falcoff—either follow-
ing the authors or simply
making his own mistake—
states that the 1944 film Song
of Russia was “written by [Lil-
lian] Hellman herself,” and
goes on to quote the Ra-
doshes’ description of the
film as “a thriving collective
farm of healthy, happy Sovi-
et peasants, all of whom look
and act like Americans, and
who frequently and sponta-
neously burst into silly
songs.” In fact, this is a de-
scription of the film North
Star, which was indeed writ-
ten by Hellman and filled
with Aaron Copland songs.
Song of Russia was written by
Richard Collins and Paul Jar-

rico (who was later blacklist-
ed himself and went on in-
dependently to produce that
darling of left-wing agitprop
films, Salt of the Earth). Per-
haps the word “song” in the
title misled Falcoff; but in
Song of Russia, we are pre-
sented with Robert Taylor as
an American orchestra con-
ductor who finds artistic ful-
fillment and true love in Stal-
in’s Moscow. Revealingly, the
film is awash in the music of
Tchaikovsky rather than of
Shostakovich.

The second error is more
serious. Mr. Falcoff says that
the Hollywood Ten, “fol-
lowing Communist-party in-
structions to appear before
the [House Un-American
Activities] committee and
make a spectacle of them-
selves by invoking the Fifth
Amendment, ended up serv-
ing prison sentences for con-
tempt of Congress.” In fact,
the Ten invoked the First
Amendment, claiming that
their political opinions were
protected as free speech and
hence (in a touching para-
dox) a strictly private matter.
It was only after the Supreme
Court ruled that they were
not protected under the First
Amendment that later un-
friendly witnesses invoked
the Fifth, which kept them
out of jail though not free of
the blacklist.

Small distinctions, per-
haps, but when wading
through such treacherous
waters as the blacklist era,
it helps to have at least a few
firm stones to step upon.

Robert Nason
Whitestone, New York

Mark Falcoff writes:
I stand corrected on both

counts.
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