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Although the relocation of Arme-
nians as a historical event occurred 
over 100 years ago, it still remains 
on the agenda of policymakers and 
academics today. It is accurate to 
say that the Armenian question is 
one of the important issues limiting 
Turkey’s role in international poli-
tics, and deeply impacting relations 
between Turkey, Armenia and the Armenian 
diaspora, whose respective discourses on 
the relocation of Armenians clash with each 
other and prevent the development of good 
relations between the Turkish and Armenian 
people. 

It is possible to discern two main arguments 
shaping the debate on the relocation of the 
Armenians. From the Turkish point of view, 
broadly, their relocation was a necessary and 
extraordinary precaution taken to cut off 
connections between the Armenians who 
joined the Russian Army and their supporters 
in the region. It was believed that the march-
ing of Russian troops into Anatolia would be 
stopped if local Armenians were evacuated 
from the Eastern provinces. The Armenian 
point of view has produced a different dis-
course. According to their perspective, the 
relocation of Armenians was part of a plan to 
annihilate the Armenian population from the 
Ottoman Empire. These opposite discourses 
have perpetuated a vicious cycle and politi-
cized the relocation of Armenians at the in-
ternational level. 

In this framework, Cannon’s book 
can be considered a positive con-
tribution to understand how the 
relocation of Armenians has been 
politicized among diaspora groups. 
Cannon’s book should not be con-
sidered a history book, nor does it 
aim to focus on the history of the 
Armenian diaspora. It does not deal 

with archives or authentic documents prov-
ing whether the relocation of Armenians 
during the First World War was genocide or 
not. Instead, Cannon explores how the events 
of 1915 contributed to Armenian political 
identity. Cannon invites readers to see how 
‘the discourse of genocide’ is used to mobile 
and unify Armenian communities across the 
globe. Later on, he touches the political cam-
paign of the Armenian diaspora to recognize 
the events of 1915 as genocide within the in-
ternational community. He emphasizes that 
the political campaign run by the Armenian 
diaspora negatively affects relations between 
Turkey, Armenia and the Armenian dias-
pora. In addition, he expands his scope and 
addresses the ‘reconciliation initiatives’ at-
tempted by Armenian and Turkish decision-
makers. Cannon’s work is arguably quite suc-
cessful and differs from other publications 
reflecting only a historical perspective in lit-
erature, since it deals with the sociological, 
economic and political dynamics behind the 
discourse of genocide. Undoubtedly, this ef-
fort can be considered one of the strengths of 
his work. 

Legislating Reality and Politicizing History:
Contextualizing Armenian Claims of Genocide
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Cannon constructs his book on the basis of a 
few key arguments. He claims that the geno-
cide discourse and recognition campaign by 
the Armenian diaspora seek to homogenize 
the Armenian people coming from different 
backgrounds. Historically speaking, there is 
no united Armenian nation. They have been 
divided religiously, politically and culturally 
throughout many centuries. According to 
Cannon, the aim of supporting the recogni-
tion campaign is to create a common and 
emotional memory for all Armenians. Can-
non reminds readers that there are alterna-
tive accounts of what happened in 1915. 
Even though the Armenian claims are mainly 
pronounced by the Western media, scholars 
and politicians as ‘a historical fact,’ he states 
that many people and academics see the Ar-
menian claims as “biased, insufficient and 
wrong information.” Therefore, he argues that 
objectivity is often ignored while parties are 
explaining their claims. This creates strong 
and conflicting discourses, namely victim-
hood and denial. Since neither of them con-
vinces the other, their discourses perpetuate 
a vicious cycle. Moreover, Cannon argues 
that the recognition campaign and genocide 
discourse help the Armenian diaspora onto-
logically to reinforce their identities by oth-
ering Turkish identity as the perpetrator of 
the genocide. Another argument of the book 
is that the recognition campaign has nega-
tively impacted political relations between 
Armenia, Turkey and the Armenian diaspora. 
Cannon argues that Armenia’s domestic and 
foreign policies are dictated by political ac-
tors in the Armenian diaspora. Finally, he ar-
gues that the Turkish thesis about the events 
of 1915 and Turkey’s responses against the 
recognition campaign are highly reactionary. 
Unlike the Armenian diaspora, the power and 
effectiveness of the Turkish diaspora are lim-
ited because of the socioeconomic status and 
demographic dynamics of Turkish migrants. 

In most cases, Turkish migrants have difficul-
ties to establish diasporic identity and sustain 
effective relations with host countries. Ad-
ditionally, Turkish people do not tend to de-
fine their identities with reference to certain 
trauma or memory while they are explaining 
what happened in 1915.

Legislating Reality and Politicizing History is 
quite successful in capturing various aspects 
of the events of 1915. It is a voluminous book, 
consisting of ten chapters excluding intro-
duction and conclusion. The first chapter 
addresses key points and nuances within the 
complicated debate. By deconstructing the 
campaign for Armenian genocide recogni-
tion, Cannon seeks to provide a framework 
which is required for an examination of his-
torical and political data. The second chapter 
can be seen as a literature review dealing with 
theories of identity, construction of self and 
other, roles of chosen trauma, glories and the 
collapse of time (as psychological aspects of 
identity), ethnic conflict and diaspora politics 
as well as globalization. In chapter three, a 
historical foundation is provided for under-
standing socio-political relations between 
Armenians and Turks. This chapter shows 
how the Armenian community in the Otto-
man Empire was politicized throughout the 
19th century. Accordingly, the Ottoman gov-
ernment’s reactions to the Armenians rebels 
are evaluated. Besides providing this histori-
cal account, this chapter also focuses on defi-
nitions and Armenian interpretations of key 
concepts such as genocide, crimes against 
humanity, memory, trauma, ethnic cleans-
ing and time collapse. Cannon discusses ex-
plicitly how the Armenian communities have 
defined and conceptualized the term ‘geno-
cide’ in different ways through their lobbying 
organizations. Furthermore, Cannon shows 
how Turks and Armenians in both Turkey 
and Armenia have reacted to the diaspora’s 
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reconstructed memories. Chapter four de-
scribes Armenian lobby groups in the U.S. 
and France. By paying attention to their ef-
forts and campaigns, Cannon discusses how 
the Armenian political identity is mutually 
construed and strengthened. Chapter five is 
about political goals and the nature of the 
Armenian diaspora’s campaign of genocide 
recognition, and provides a board discus-
sion on genocide theory, law and legislation. 
In addition to this discussion, Cannon tries 
to evaluate possible outcomes if the events of 
1915 are recognized as genocide. As he notes, 
there is no consensus about expectation from 
the recognition campaign. He critically dis-
cusses the boundaries of the recognition cam-
paign by posing the following questions: is it a 
simple request for public recognition, a pub-
lic apology or revision of education material 
for schools? Or would the recognition of the 
events of 1915 as genocide allow Armenian 
political groups to demand a territory from 
Turkey? Moreover, Cannon wonders who 
exactly would benefit from recognition, and 
who benefits from the campaign by members 
of the Armenian diaspora. Chapter six dis-
cusses the official statement of the Turkish 
government and public opinion. 

Even though the relocation of Armenians 
happened a over hundred years ago, it is still 
a highly controversial and sensitive topic in 
public. It constantly affects Turkey’s past, 
present and future. As Cannon discusses, 
Armenians in the Republic of Armenia did 
not experience the events of 1915 first hand. 
Rather, he notes, Eastern Armenians learnt 
what happened in the relocation of Arme-
nians in 1965.1 Chapter seven underlines the 
deep-seated divergence between the Arme-
nian Diaspora and Armenia, by asking whose 
genocide it is. It is accurate to say that differ-
ent expectations and goals of the Armenian 
diaspora influence Armenia’s domestic and 

foreign policy agendas. Chapter eight dis-
cusses how the recognition campaign of 1915 
and the dichotomy of the Armenian diaspora 
affect Armenia’s development, domestic and 
foreign policies. Chapter nine evaluates dif-
ferent theoretical and operational approaches 
that can be applied by parties as pressure 
mechanisms. It also highlights how these ap-
proaches affect the diaspora, the Republic of 
Armenia and the Republic of Turkey. In chap-
ter ten, Cannon argues that the events of 1915 
as historical atrocities should be considered 
within the background of the human rights 
regime to allow all parties involved the op-
portunity to view the issue from novel van-
tage points. In this way, it is thought that par-
ties can overcome the status quo and satisfac-
tory progress can be achieved. 

Despite the book’s many merits, one criticism 
that can be directed at the author and his con-
clusion is that if only “the events of 1915” are 
considered within the human right regime, 
this would be an unsatisfactory effort because 
the tragedies which were experienced by 
other subjects of the Ottoman Empire and the 
difficulties of the First World War would be 
neglected either deliberately or unintention-
ally. This unequal attitude would prevent the 
Turkish people from meeting with “a com-
mon pain” and could place into question the 
equity of the human right regime. 

To conclude, Cannon’s book is a welcome 
contribution to the field showing the impor-
tance of the political aspects of the events of 
1915. His work should be seen as a novel ef-
fort to understand how the genocide recogni-
tion campaign has affected the Armenian po-
litical identity and homogenized the people 
of the diaspora who have been dispersed and 
differentiated in various parts of the world. 
Legislating Reality and Politicizing History is 
strongly recommended to academics and stu-
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We live in a world where develop-
ments in one state impact the oth-
ers. Human rights violations taking 
place in or by a state affect other 
states as well. The issue of human 
rights law has long been a matter 
of debate, and scholars have sought 
to validate their stand using moral 
or legal perspectives. Human rights 
and violations thereof is an ongoing issue of 
relevance, one which attracts a large audience 
at major international political and economic 
forums. The mid-twentieth century cove-
nants on human rights continue to provide 
the basic framework for pursuing and pro-
tecting the rights of people around the world. 
The rationale for pursuing the idea of ‘inter-
national’ human rights law rests on the prem-
ise that states are not able to protect human 
rights on their own; therefore they need an 
overarching forum.

Professor Gibney’s book presents a case for 
adhering to the ‘legal obligations’ that we ‘al-

ready possess’ (p. 9) as a corollary to 
being party to the covenants on hu-
man rights. The central point of the 
book is to seek a return to universal 
principles of international human 
rights law. The book is divided, very 
aptly, in four main chapters or steps, 
as the author labels it, to make that 
return. Gibney introduces the prob-

lems with the present international human 
rights regime and identifies the possibilities 
of arriving at the promised principles with 
minor adjustments. The two ‘mistakes’ that 
the author identifies with regards to human 
rights are the primacy accorded to citizenship 
as the basis of protection, and the extent of 
human rights obligations (p. 11).

In the first chapter, “Step One: Responsibil-
ity,” Gibney focuses on what constitutes an 
international wrong. The chapter begins by 
presenting the dismal state of affairs caused 
by the use of different standards for assigning 
responsibility to different states. With con-

International Human Rights Law:
Returning to Universal Principles

dents who want to understand Turco-Arme-
nian relations in general, and the pressure of 
the Armenian diaspora to maintain the geno-
cide discourse, in particular.

Endnote
1.	 It should be noted the term of “Eastern Armenian” refers 
to historical and political past. Armenians were divided into 

two spheres; namely, the Western and Eastern. The term of 
“Western Armenian” is used to call the Armenians living in 
the Anatolia. Before the 1915, many of them were subjects 
of the Ottoman Empire and were represented by the Arme-
nian Patricide. However, the Eastern Armenians lived under 
the hegemony of the Russian Empire. The Law which was 
drafted in 1915 seeking to relocate Armenians in different 
regions of the Ottoman Empire covered only the Western Ar-
menians. Putting it differently, the Western Armenians those 
who were subject of the Ottoman Empire were relocated 
and experienced the tragedy of the relocation.


