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the land itself, where conscience outweighs other con-
cerns in how we look at our past and our present. As the 
Hrant Dink Foundation, our ‘cause worth living for’ is a 
future where the culture of peace and empathy reigns. 



© Uluslararası Hrant Dink Vakfı Yayınları

Halaskargazi Cad. Sebat Apt. 
No 74/1 Osmanbey, ili, 34371 Istanbul 
T: 0212 240 33 65 
F: 0212 240 33 94
info@hrantdink.org
www.hrantdink.org

With the contribution of the Olof Palme Centre...

Prepared by
Ferda Balancar

Interviews
Altuğ Yılmaz, Burcu Becermen, Dença Kartun,
Emre Ertani, Lora Baytar, Maral Dink,
Murat Gözoğlu, Nazlı Temir, Nora Mildanoğlu,
Tabita Toparlak, Vartan Estukyan, Zeynep Ekim Elbaşı

Translated by 
Nur Deriş and Ali Ottoman

Translation revised by 
Clarissa Barton

Cover concept and page layout
Sera Dink

Cover photos
From the Mihran Tomasyan Archive

Printed in
Mas Matbaacılık San. ve Tic. A.Ş.
Hamidiye Mah. Soğuksu Cad. No: 3
34408 Kağıthane / İstanbul
T: (212) 294 10 00
Sertifika No: 12055

Istanbul, February 2012

ISBN 978-605-62862-0-9

The photographs used in this book are taken from the work ‘Les Arméniens à La Veille du Génocide dans 
l’Empire Ottoman’ (R. H. Kevorkian, P. B. Paboudjian; ARHIS, Paris, 1992).



THE SOUNDS OF SILENCE
TURKEY’S ARMENIANS SPEAK

PREPARED by: ferda balancar

with a foreword by ALİ BAYRAMOĞLU  and
an epilogue by ARUS YUMUL



THE SOUNDS OF SILENCE
TURKEY’S ARMENIANS SPEAK



Explanatory notes:
Most Turkish words have been left with their original spelling in the Turkish Latin 
alphabet; 
those in italics are explained in parentheses.  
The following is a brief guide to help the reader with the pronunciation of certain let-
ters in the Turkish alphabet:

c: as the J in ‘John’,
ç: as the ch in ‘chip’, 
ğ: is not pronounced but serves to prolong the vowel it follows, 
ı: as in the e in ‘after’, 
ö: as the o in ‘word’, 
ş: as the sh in ‘shoe’, 
u: as the u in ‘bull’, 
ü: as in German (‘Ütrecht’).

Translators’ explanatory notes are written in parentheses after the term they explain 
e.g. (…. – t.n.). Only those that are long are given as a footnote.
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1FOREWORD

From the day it was founded, the Hrant Dink Foundation has been 
striving to focus on the issues that Hrant Dink took up, found impor-
tant and drew attention to during his lifetime. There are three amongst 
them which are undoubtedly of outstanding importance: normalising 
the perception of the ‘other’, supporting the democratisation process 
in Turkey and studying history without the shackles of nationalism 
and racism.

The question of memory, or rather the loss of memory and the harm 
caused by policies leading to loss of memory, is the ‘Achilles’ heel’ of 
this society. That is why fear, tension, illness, malevolence and repres-
sion, the oppressed, the victims and the oppressors all take their toll 
on each individual and on each nation, whether dominant or domi-
nated.

Memory is important, because deep down in this society there is 
blood. Tens of thousands of people, of non-Muslims were thrown out 
of these lands, and left behind their belongings, their property and 
their lives; furthermore, tens of thousands of non-Muslims, especially 
Armenians, were massacred because of their identity. It is this bloody, 
religion-based standardisation which lies at the roots of this society’s 
becoming a nation, of the all-encompassing Turkification process, 
from culture to capital.

FOREWORD

Alİ bayramoğlu



2 FOREWORD

The devastating party does not want to know, does not want to re-
member. New nations burdened with such stories try to build the new 
nation by forgetting. This is why their policies, their state structures, 
their education systems, their narratives and tales are ‘selective’ and 
‘amnesic’. This is why in our country, social existence is totally amne-
sic and the main crossroads where conscience and the fight for democ-
racy meet has four directions: remembering, knowing, confrontation 
and redemption.

What concerns us here,  however, is not the story of the dominant na-
tion.

The victims know and remember. Armenians scattered all over the 
world know what 1915 means, they tell it, they read it and they write it, 
with pain, with anger, regenerating that pain and that anger…

What concerns us here is not the far-away memory or the memory of 
those living far from these lands. 

What concerns us here is the story of those who were devastated and 
who stayed on in these lands. The story of a community which has 
kept silent, which has not told its story, which for years has consid-
ered that remembering and recounting was a dangerous act. The Ar-
menians of Turkey are stricken by a voluntary amnesia. They are what 
concerns us here… For long years what 1915, massacre, deportation, 
Yirmi Kura military service1  and the Wealth and Revenue Tax2 meant 
to them, was not an echo of their identity, but rather that of being the 
‘other’, and even of protecting themselves. Even if they knew, they did 
not remember, even if they remembered, they did not want to speak. 
They strove to protect future generations by hiding their story, by hid-
ing themselves. What they did not speak of was not only the suffering, 
they did not even speak of their Armenian-ness, of what being Arme-
nian means, they could not.

They are very few. Many of those who had first-hand stories from their 

1  During the 1940s non-Muslim citizens were recruited into the army even if they had done their 
military service before, but they were not given arms or uniforms and used in forced labour for 
public works.

2  Special tax levied mainly on non-Muslims during World War II, causing the ruin of many of 
them. Those who coulnd’t pay were sent to labour camps.
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mothers and fathers or from their uncles and aunts are no longer of 
this world. Those who did their Yirmi Kura military service are now over 
80.  As they leave, they are taking with them the state and the memory 
of being Armenian during a certain period, in the 1930s, 40s and 50s. 
And alongside those, we are also losing 1915, their 1915…

This work is based on the desire to capture and hold onto the last bit of 
that which is being lost forever.

One of the strongest desires of the Hrant Dink Foundation, from the 
very first day it was founded, was to create a memory repository on the 
Armenians of Turkey, based on various documents shedding light on 
oral history records,  culture and identity. This work is the first mate-
rial outcome of that desire.

It aims to recover the traces of the political and cultural memory of 
Armenians living in Turkey and of the Armenian community, to reveal 
the continuity in a cultural existence, to find out how individuals with 
an Armenian identity perceive themselves and the ‘others’, and in so 
doing, to reflect the reality of Armenians still living in Turkey in all its 
political, cultural and historical dimensions. To reflect this reality, it 
was carried out as an oral history research study. 

To this end a working group under the guidance of Ferda Balancar got 
in touch with Armenians living in Istanbul and in various cities of Ana-
tolia. Interviews were held with 40 people, 21 of whom were women 
and 19 men. Two focus group meetings were held. Only 4 of the re-
searchers participating in this work were experienced in oral history 
interviews.

Ths book contains 15 of those interviews. You will read the stories 
of people ranging from 19 to 70 years of age as they themselves told 
them. You will see that the stories tell not only of their remembrance 
of history but of their lives today.

Because today is important too… And since this is so, then the last 
word should go to Hrant:

“Come, let’s understand each other first… 
Come, let’s respect each other’s suffering first...
Come, let’s let each other live first …”
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