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By chance, on April 24, 2000, the commemoration of the 85th anniversary of the start of the genocide against the Armenians of Asia Minor, I read the following in Friedrich Nietzsche’s essay “On the Uses and Disadvantages of History for Life” (1874), found in the collection whose name is usually translated as Untimely Meditations: 

We want to serve history only to the extent that history serves life: for it is possible to value the study of history to such a degree that life becomes stunted and degenerate — a phenomenon we are forced to acknowledge, painful though this may be, in the face of certain striking symptoms of our age ... I believe, indeed, that we are all suffering from a consuming fever of history and ought at least to recognize that we are suffering from it ... there is a degree of sleeplessness, of rumination, of the historical sense, which is harmful and ultimately fatal to the living thing, whether this living thing be a man or a people or a culture ... the unhistorical and the historical are necessary in equal measure for the health of an individual, of a people and of a culture ... The question of the degree to which life requires the service of history at all, however, is one of the supreme questions and concerns in regard to the health of a man, a people or a culture.  For when it attains a certain degree of excess, life crumbles and degenerates, and through this degeneration history itself finally degenerates too.1 (Nietzsche’s italics)

Of course, Nietzsche was writing in and about a particular time and place — Germany in the 1870s.  He did not know, could not know, that within fifty years a genocide would be perpetrated against the Armenians in Asia Minor or that twenty years after that another genocide would be committed against the Jews of Europe by a fascist regime that used as its philosophical basis a twisted version of Nietzsche’s own teachings.

Nietzsche, as should be clear to anyone who has read him with any care, abhorred and wrote passionately against anti-Semitism and German super-nationalism in his own time, and feared what might come of it.  He was a critic of Judeo-Christian morality, as he understood it, not a so-called racial purist.  This simply cannot be overstated.

The notion of the power of forgetting — of the need to forget in order to live — which Nietzsche formulated in this early essay remains important throughout the development of his philosophy and into more sophisticated works such as Human, All Too Human, On the Genealogy of Morals, and Beyond Good and Evil.


The resonance Nietzsche’s words have for the Armenians of today should be obvious to anyone with a passing familiarity with Armenian history and thought since 1915, and especially since 1965.  More and more I hear the issue raised, often by Armenians themselves, that Armenians need to “get over” the Genocide, move past it, stop dwelling on the past, focus on building a future both in the diaspora and in the Republic, give up the morbid obsession with death and focus on life.  I am not referring, of course, to Genocide deniers.  They are an entirely different matter altogether.  I am referring to intelligent, well-intentioned people who believe that the Armenian Genocide-centric mentality is a sickness and a hindrance to the development of the Armenian people; in short, that Armenians live in a state of paralysis.


Year after year, each April in particular, we are asked or com-pelled to remember the Armenian Genocide.  This is not difficult.  Remembering is part of being Armenian, it seems to me.  We must never forget, we are told.  To forget is to say that the victims of 1915 died in vain, that their death had no meaning, that they are consigned to oblivion.  We refute this through memory.  Samuel Johnson once countered Berkeley’s hypothesis that the apparent physical universe is merely a projection of the mind by kicking a huge rock and exclaiming: “I refute it thus.”  We enact this refutation through memory.  But is this healthy?  Can it continue to be meaningful for us?


Nietzsche writes:

To be incapable of taking one’s enemies, one’s accidents, even one’s misdeeds seriously for very long — that is the sign of strong, full natures ... To close the doors and windows of consciousness for a time … to make room for new things, above all for the noble functions and functionaries … that is the purpose of active forgetfulness, which is like a doorkeeper, a preserver of psychic order, repose, and etiquette: so that it will be immediately obvious how there could be no happiness, no cheerfulness, no hope, no pride, no present, without forgetfulness.  The man in whom this apparatus of repression is damaged and ceases to function properly may be compared (and more than merely compared) with a dyspeptic — he cannot ‘have done’ with anything.”2
And surely Armenians cannot “have done” with the Genocide.  Should we?

For Nietzsche, the ability to forget goes hand in hand with “master” or “noble” morality and the inability with the “slave” moral-ity he associates with Judaism and Christianity (the latter of which he considers as the final triumph of Jewish morality), theologies born of the resentment of the powerless.  Unable to be masters themselves, the Jews and early Christians reformulated the world in such a way that inverted master morality, made their own slave status the emblem of their virtue, made all that had been understood as good into bad and evil, all that had been common and bad into the good and the moral, and built a religion of revenge and retribution that seeks not to triumph over one’s enemies but to consign them to hell.  He writes: “In order to exist, slave morality always first needs a hostile external world; it needs, physiologically speaking, external stimuli in order to act at all – its action is fundamentally reaction.”3
There is a temptation to see in Nietzsche’s critique of the Jews hatred of the Jews as such.  His views — while inevitably and intentionally disturbing and unsettling to anyone unaccustomed to such an assault on Judeo-Christian codes — were much more complex than that.  He writes: “one only has to compare similarly gifted nations — the Chinese or the Germans, for instance — with the Jews, to sense which is of the first rank and which is of the fifth rank.”5  It is the Jews, a nation with “an unequaled popular-moral genius.”  One could go on and on citing Nietzsche’s anti-anti-Semitism, since his critique of Jewish thought was so tragically twisted by the Nazis, but let the following suffice.  Nietzsche wrote to his sister, who had married a German nationalist who founded an anti-Semitic colony in South America: “Your association with an anti-Semitic chief expresses a foreignness to my whole way of life which fills me ever again with ire and melancholy … It is a matter of honor to me to be absolutely clean and unequivocal regarding anti-Semitism, namely opposed, as I am in my writings.”6

I would like to add parenthetically here that Armenians might take a page out of Nietzsche’s book in this regard as well, at a time when Armenian distress at Israel’s realpolitik approach to Turkey and the Armenian Genocide has prompted some of the most vile anti-Semitic invective I have ever seen in the pages of certain Armenian-American newspapers.  Armenians would do well to put their own house in order and exorcise the specter of anti-Semitism that haunts our discourse, whether it be whispered or spoken openly.  We can and must analyze and criticize without stooping to bigotry.  It degrades us.


Now, back to the matter at hand.  One could argue that the Armenians tried to forget, but that it didn’t work.  My grandmother, like so many other Genocide survivors, would not talk about what happened to her.  But repressed memory is not the same as forgetting, of course.  The Genocide was something that could be neither fully repressed nor forgotten, not by my grandmother and not by Armenians in general.  Is this because the Armenian people lack what Nietzsche considers the strength of forgetfulness or because the character of the thing to be forgotten — the Genocide — is somehow qualitatively different from anything Nietzsche could have conceived of?  I believe the latter is the case, and that far from the inability to forget being a weakness, I believe that for the Armenians the collective act of remembering is itself indicative of an enormous strength.

It took decades, though, for Armenians to find a means to re-member.  The Genocide commemoration “movement” didn’t really be-gin until the 50th anniversary in 1965 and not in earnest until the late 70s and 80s, by which time the Jews had created an atmosphere in which genocide could and must be discussed openly.  The Jews, too, of course, are rememberers par excellence!  Nietzsche understood this and marveled at it – even as he critiqued it.


Much of what Nietzsche writes of the Jews is applicable to the Armenians living under Ottoman rule.  For example: “His soul squints; his spirit loves hiding places, secret paths and back doors, everything covert entices him as his world ... he understands how to keep silent, how not to forget, how to wait, how to be provisionally self-deprecating and humble.  A race of such men of ressentiment is bound to become eventually cleverer than any noble race; it will also honor cleverness to a far greater degree.”7  Alas, it is a small step from this insight to the kind of invidious stereotyping of both Armenians and Jews which played into their respective genocides — the parallels are striking.

Nietzsche all but spells out the dangers faced by stereotypically “clever” but essentially powerless peoples such as the Armenians in Turkey or the Jews in Germany:

The entire problem of the Jews only exists within national states inasmuch as it is here that their energy and higher intelligence, their capital in will and spirit accumulated from generation to generation in a long school of suffering, must come to preponderate to a degree calculated to arouse envy and hatred, so that in almost every nation — and the more so the more nationalist a posture the nation is again adopting — there is gaining ground the literary obscenity of leading the Jews to the sacrificial slaughter as scapegoats for every possible public or private misfortune.”8
As with the Jews of Europe, so with the Armenians of the Ottoman Empire.  And before long the “literary obscenity” Nietzsche writes of would become horrible physical reality in Anatolia and in Europe.


At any rate, the rest of the world has done a fine job forgetting the Armenian Genocide.  Everyone has, perhaps, except for the two principal parties involved: the Armenians and the Turks.  The Turks?  Have not the Turks above all others forgotten?  Do not the Turks — and I use the term “Turks” as shorthand for those in positions of power in Turkey — deny the Genocide and forbid it to be spoken of or taught?  They certainly do.  Let us not forget, though, that for the Turks as much as for the Armenians, to deny and to repress is not the same as to forget.  Turkish denial may be what keeps the Genocide alive and unforgotten for most Armenians.  Remembrance and Denial is the title of a book on the Genocide edited by Richard Hovannisian, and the two concepts are inextricably linked: we remember because they deny; they deny because we remember.  If Nietzsche is right, and obsessive remembrance is a sickness — and he probably is right to some degree — then surely the equally obsessive Turkish denial is an even greater sickness, one which is morally bankrupt.  “The Sick Man of Europe” indeed!  In the twentieth and twenty-first centuries the sickness of Turkey is not the decay of its physical empire but the moral, psychological decay which eats it from within.  It is a nation built on a crime which it cannot bear to give a name, much less to face.  The Armenian Genocide is the tell-tale heart which Turkey hears beating under its floorboards.  In the Armenian’s quest for justice we may do the Turks a greater service than they ever did for us: we will cure them of their sickness.


The Turkish scholar Taner Akçam — a man of rare courage in this world — has written, “I would characterize amnesia as a social disease in Turkey ... I hereby maintain that the ‘wish to forget history’ is directly related to the genocide of the Armenians.”  The inability to do so “constitutes a social trauma of major proportions” and Turkey will never take its place among the democratic nations of the world until the Genocide is remembered.  He writes: “It is incumbent upon us to ‘remember’ a reality that was treated in our history as a non-event, one that was simply denied, and to ‘recover it in our consciousness’, and to assign to it the proper significance.  But what shape can or will this recovered memory take? … A start can only be made by way of discovering the meaning of belonging to the perpetrator group and of bearing collective responsibility.”9  However, “The [Turkish] republic believes that the entire dismal image can be suddenly erased and that the Turks can thus be delivered from a nightmare, from an extremely dangerous, fatal illness.”10

Thus, in the case of Turkey, the forgetfulness Nietzsche writes about as a virtue of “master morality” is a grave sickness.  Why?  Be-cause, I think, there are some things too horrible, too traumatic to be forgotten.  Some crimes are so vile that neither the victim nor the perpetrator can forget them, particularly if the crime goes unpun-ished.  In theory, Turkey’s grand seeming-forgetfulness should free it from all guilt feelings.  But it does not.  For Turkey does not have the ability to forget so much as, as Akçam says, an “inability to remember.”  This may be the most remarkable development of the entire genocidal process.  Armenians suffered grotesque physical losses and undeniable psychological wounds.  It would be wrong, though, to suppose that Turkey has not and does not suffer as well in ways we cannot fully understand.  This is not to say we must pity the perpetrator of the crime.  Far from it.  Talaat Pasha may have been right when he told Ambassador Morgenthau that “No Armenian can be our friend after what we have done to them.”  But we can help Turkey by making it remember.  In doing so we may free ourselves from the burden of history as well — if history be a burden to us.


In James Joyce’s Ulysses, Stephen Dedalus famously pro-claims that “History is a nightmare from which I am trying to awake,” adding to himself, “What if that nightmare gave you a back kick?”11  It may have taken Armenia half a century to awake from the night-mare of the Genocide, but Turkey never has; and, perhaps, that nightmare is going to give it a back kick.  Turkey may never formally acknowledge what many Turks know to be true, but every time the issue is raised in Turkey its people will wake up a little more to what is buried in its subconscious.  “Why does the world keep saying we did this terrible thing?”  Eventually, they will figure it out for themselves, the denial of their government notwithstanding.  But it may take a very long time.


In Turkey, with the rise of Ataturk came a culture that was built entirely on nationalistic self-glorification.  Of course, this left no room for admitting to crimes against Armenians.  Worse than that, it led to active denial that seems only to get more sophisticated as the decades pass.  Unfortunately, among certain Armenian circles, too, nationalist propaganda threatens to drown out serious thinking and debate.

It is precisely the sickening comedy of Turkish denial that re-veals the illness at the heart of the nation. (I am skeptical of notions like “national sickness” or “national memory,” but they seem to apply here.)  Nietzsche says that there can be no present without forgetfulness.  And it may be that Turkey has more of a present than Armenia.  But what kind of a present?  A present built on a lie?  A present formulated around denial?  A sick present?  If Turkey were a patient walking into a psychiatrist’s office it would not take a doctor five minutes to see through the over-determined denials, the massive over-compensation, the pitiful attempts to forget the unforgettable.  “There was no Genocide; if there was one, the Armenians deserved it because they were disloyal; actually, the real genocide was committed against us by the Armenians; and so on.”  Is it worse to be paralyzed by honest memory or by lying forgetfulness?


I say, pace Nietzsche, that it is better to remember than to forget.  Not merely to remember, though.  On April 25, 2000, I heard Vahakn Dadrian speak of the importance of not allowing the com-memorations of the Genocide to become something routine — and how right he is.  It is not just remembrance that is valuable, but finding meaning in remembrance.  If both an excess of remembrance and an excess of forgetfulness are sicknesses of the psyche, I would submit that it is far more noble to be the rememberer.


How then, to remember properly?  “To serve history only to the extent that history serves life”?  This is a profound question.  To an-swer it is, perhaps, the mission of the Armenians in the next century, and it may be the Turks’ mission as well.
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