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tDITORIAL

WITH EACH PASSING EDITORIAL, WE WONDER HOW MANY OF THE
COMPATRIOTS THAT CAME BEFORE US HAVE SAT WITH PEN TOUCHING PAPER
AND HAVE TRIED TO ARTICULATE THE CONTEMPLATION, FRUSTRATION AND
HOPEFULNESS WE FEEL EVERY YEAR AS SPRING ROLLS AROUND AND WE MARK
ANOTHER APRIL 24 ON OUR CALENDAR.

One of our most iconic pens must have felt a similar sense of reflection as he looked back at the fifty
Aprils that had passed in his lifetime and urged his brothers and sisters to “mourn the dead, cast fire and
proclaim life”. We have chosen to echo the last phrase of Paruyr Sevak’s rallying cry on our cover as we
have doubled Sevak’s fifty years of contemplation and draw close to a century of Aprils. We are not the
same people who were led to slaughter, and though calling it a blessing in disguise makes us question
the very meaning of the word- it has undoubtedly tempered our communal psyche.

Where we hope to make a statement with this issue, is our coupling of our meditations on the theme of
genocide and denial with a celebration of rebirth and forward march, as we also mark another important
milestone: the eightieth anniversary of the AYF. This organisation would have been very different had it
not been born in the early, dark days when a nation was trying to get its footing and could not entertain
the idea of flourishing: it was merely enough to survive.

We have left those sad days in our rear view and while it is important to take an occasional glance

back there is no way to move forward if your future is not your rallying point. We urge all who have
experienced their own contemplation to keep Sevak’s cry in the forefront of their outlook and continue
to proclaim life.
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Where Does My Armeniav Stop

and My Diaspora Begin?

Gegham Mughnetsyan

I was born in Armenia (in Gyumri to

be exact) when the Soviet Empire was
taking its last breaths and Armenian
independence was only months away.

I belonged to a generation that had to
grow up in a period of political, economic,
and cultural change, which only brought
confusion about who or what was to
blame for that gloomy, endless transition.

Fifteen years later, | found myself a world
away in Glendale, Calif., in pursuit of a

life that promised better opportunities

for my parents, my two brothers, and me.
Aside from having to learn the language
and the customs of this strange land,

we found ourselves conflicted about

our “Armenian-ness”in the land of the
diaspora; many of our peers did not speak
Armenian nor had ever been to Armenia,
yet they considered themselves equally
Armenian. Unlike them, my childhood was
not spent at Homenetmen or youth camps,
my mother did not make choreg, | did not
go to Sunday School, May 28th was not

that special, my grandparents were not
genocide survivors, and April 24th was not
a day of protest but rather a day off when
we'd gather around the television and
watch “Mayrig.”

For our peers who were born in the
diaspora, Armenia was the “promised land”
where everyone spoke Armenian and one
could see Mount Ararat from their window.
For us, Armenia was and is a collection of
memories from a childhood spent in cold
winters, with a shortage of everything
from drinking water to textbooks to
electricity—always in a state of constant
need and of less and less hope...

I have been grateful to this country for

all that it has given to me and my family.

I have found “little Armenias” in church
groups and student organizations, and
have kept those Armenias close to my
heart. | have walked in Little Armenia
(Glendale) and chanted “1915 never again,”
| have donated to the Armenia Fund,
attended banquets, danced while Harout

F
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Pamboukjian sang. Yet, | still constantly
find myself outside of the diasporan
structure.

I have looked at the diaspora’s efforts and
been critical of how it is not a unified force.
I've been equally critical of how Armenia
treats the diaspora as an ATM machine
that exists solely to provide monetary
resources with as little involvement in
Armenian affairs as possible.

Today, after having graduated from
Berkeley, where in my capacity as the
president of the Armenian Students’
Association | got to meet with Armenians
from different “stages” of the diaspora, |
am at crossroads. As a member of the first
generation of so-called “Stantsis,” who
were born in independent Armenia and left
to pursue opportunities thousands of miles
away, | find myself equally distant from both
directions. And I'm trying to figure out where
my Armenia stops and my diaspora begins. 0
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People talk.

On April 24, 2013, during the annual Armenian Genocide commemoration in Ottawa, Armenian-
Canadian demonstrators were met with a group of Turkish protesters in front of the Turkish Embassy
for the first time. Here’s what the Armenians had to say...

| think they disgrace themselves by
the way they're acting. | sense an
organization on behalf of the
Turkish embassy. | have a feeling
these people are getting paid.
What happened today, it's a good
thing, though...It brings us
Armenians together. | feel like after
today, our people will realize they
are a threat and will show up in
bigger numbers next year.

‘Azad Barsoumian, 21
Student

They can lie, they can lobby, they
can preach ignorance, but the
truth will prevail and they will be
forced to feel its wrath.

%
’
‘-"--’_‘-_ |

Hovig Tashdjian, a1 ey

Student”

The fact that they are here makes
me utterly angry. They have no idea
about the true historical facts. They
are being a mouthpiece for their
government’s policy of denial. They
are here to intimidate us; bullies in
the truest sense. They're using their
ugly words to try to bring us down
SO our commemoration is
interrupted.

I'm here every year but the crowd
behind me is new; I've never seen it
before. They're here to disrupt us. It's
understandable that the protesters
are aggravated by the hostility being
hurled by the Turkish people present
today, but we need to be strong.
Their presence needs to be used as
motivation for other Armenians to
come to Ottawa. Our numbers need
to increase year after year.

Boulg rian, 26
acher

| feel angry and that much prouder,
because | realize what we're doing is
necessary. All we're doing is relaying
the truth and | feel proud that I'm
here taking partin it. It is obvious
from this year’s Turkish presence
that we are ruffling some feathers.
We need to protect the Armenian
cause.

It makes me angry, but | also feel
bad for them. They're ignorant.
They've been taught a distorted
view of history and it is our duty to
show them and the rest of the
world the truth. We must keep
faith and always know that truth is
on our side.
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THE CROWN ON MINE

Varak Babian, “S. Zavarian” Chapter

Many great men and women, much
more eloquent and silver tongued

than I, have spilled ink over the role of
injustice in our world. While we must
remember that “the moral arc of the
universe bends at the elbow of justice”,
that “At his best, man is the noblest of
all animals; separated from law and
justice he is the worst” and especially
that “injustice anywhere is a threat to
justice everywhere”- we, as a community,
are unique in our situation: living in a
country near synonymous with being
just, having inherited one of the greatest
injustices of modern history. Every year
on April 24th we gather and reflect on
this duality, we commemorate those
countless victimised souls and look at
the world around us- pointing out the
legacy of inequality that continues every
day. This year, two years away from

the centennial commemoration of the
darkest page in our inherited history,

we take a moment to reflect on the
current state of our world, and to look
at our adopted home and how we hope
it stands up to constant and changing
pressures and continues to be a beacon
of justice in the world.

In 2004, during the 89th anniversary of the
Armenian Genocide, the Canadian House
of Commons recognized the Armenian
Genocide by passing Motion M-380, which
stated “that this House acknowledges the

Armenian Genocide of 1915 and condemns
this act as a crime against humanity.”

And with the official statement made by
Prime Minister Stephen Harper in 2006, the
Canadian-Armenian diasporan community
as a whole, after approximately 25 years
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of persistent and hard work, reached its
goal of having the Armenian Genocide
recognized in Canada. The Canadian
government was able to recognize the
Armenian Genocide of 1915 that had
greatly affected the lives of many of its
citizens. By doing so, it proved that it

had become a moral example for other
countries - a role it had aspired to for many
decades.

The government of Turkey continues to
deny the Armenian Genocide, not only in
its own country, but tries to implement
this policy of denial throughout the world;
even here in Canada. Recently, through
the mouthpiece of Turkey’s Ambassador
to Canada, Mr. Tuncay Babali, there has
been an active effort to reverse the
Harper government’s decision to formally
recognize the Armenian Genocide
committed by the Ottoman Empire
between 1915 and 1923.

Recently, in an interview with the Canadian
Press, Ambassador Babali stated that

the decision to brand the massacre of
Armenians by the Ottoman government

as genocide hinders a potentially lucrative
trading relationship between Canada and
Turkey. The ambassador is quoted as saying
that, “It cannot be business as usual while
accusing a nation of genocide. It’s a serious
allegation. It needs to be substantiated,
legally, historically.”

Ambassador Babali’s stance that the
recognition of the genocide hinders the
economic partnership between Canada
and Turkey is not only is a historically
inaccurate example of genocide denial and
an insult to the thousands of Armenian-
Canadian decedents of the Armenian
Genocide, but is also a clear case of the
Turkish government lobby’s policy of
intimidating and bullying nations, which
have recognized the genocide.

In this regard, His Excellency Mr. Armen
Yeganian, Ambassador Extraordinary and
Plenipotentiary of the Republic of Armenia
to Canada has been integral in underlining
the unacceptability of Turkey’s policy of
denial, especially here in Canada.

Internationally, a troubling example of the
human price resulting from great powers
remaining silent about past genocides is
the ongoing crisis in Darfur. A near century
later, the example set by the Ottoman
Empire against the Armenians in 1915
continues, as tactics such as starvation

and deportation are continued to be used
in Darfur. The denial coming from there
today, echo the same themes used by
Turkey to deny the Armenian Genocide.
Further east, the Rohingya minority in
Myanmar faces mass killings and rapes,
burning of villages, arrests, forced labour,
and torture. The current situations in
Palestine and Syria have been labelled
ethnic cleansing by some- without getting
muddled in the details, we can be sure that
to echo“justice delayed, is justice denied”

| ask you to take a moment now to
meditate on 100 years. Nearly 100 years
have passed and we are left with an always
present scar, infected with sorrow and the
want for redemption. Years of writing a
book without the final chapter completed,
and years of laying in perpetual wait for

a world where standing for the true and
right is praised. 100 years of remembering,
lobbying and most importantly- rebuilding.
There are those voices that try to tell us to
“forget it- it was all more than a lifetime
ago”. To those crude few, we would like to
point out that those dark events of 1915
are still very much alive and as “denial”is
generally viewed as the 8th and final stage
of genocide- there is a crime still being
committed against us, every single day

that we need to even put forth the inane



£ & 1 hope 1 am never asked to look around and
see where injustice continues today

suggestion that our common history and the
story of our mothers and grandmothers is
anything but the cruelest of truths.

| had the unique opportunity to spend an
extended period of time in Armenia last
year, climbing up to Dzidzernagapert to lay
my flower at the foot of that never ending
flame, on April 24th. As | looked around
then to the scores of faces, strangers only in
the sense that we had not yet met- | realized
that while Armenia and the injustices done
to her and her children may be low on the

international totem pole of priorities, it must
remain as the crown on mine and all of those
born of this sad but proud fate.

As | express these words on paper, | can
only ask that you allow me to share my
own modest and personal hope with you.
It is with my most honest and sincere voice
that I share with you that | desire never to
write an article like this again. | hope | am
never asked to sit and try to find a balance
between sadness, anger, frustration and
optimism. | hope | am never asked to look

around and see where injustice continues
today and to remember what great words
great people have said about “never again.”

It is my most heartfelt wish that if | ever
find my way writing about this theme
again, it is only to reflect, honour the
memories of our victims, and then to
thank Turkey and the rest of the world for
accepting the past and working very hard
to ensure a more just future. 0
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A CONVERSATION WITH AN

Interviewed by Varak Babian, “Simon Zavarian” Chapter
Like any other Diasporan community, the group of Armenians who
chose Toronto as their home have their own communal, though
fiercely diverse, tales of an “Immigrant Experience” to tell. Many
settled in the city as a result of the civil war in Lebanon in the 1980s,
and an array of political crises in the Middle East that followed suit.
At this point in time, those who pre-dated this large influx of numbers
had already started to set the foundation stones for what we are
continuing to build on today. Many of these young men and women
had landed at Pearson Airport as early as the 1950s in a Toronto

that was very different to what we have grown into today. They had
to carve out their own unique identity in a struggle very different

to the one we currently navigate. While many were driven by an
urgency to recreate their own version of Saroyan’s“New Armenia’;
afew made a conscious decision to try their hand at an immersion
into a new Canadian identity. Some assimilated wholly into their
new environment, yet others found their way back to the fold and
played their part in driving the community forward. We chose to sit
down with one of the latter examples, and pick the brain of Mr. Suren
Chekijian, author of four Armenian novels about the Diasporan-
Armenian experience and former producer and director of Nor Hai
Horizon Television- asking him to paint a picture of the experiences
he had when he landed in the city he has grown to call home.

Shall we set the stage? You arrive in Toronto in 1967. It's the Summer
of Love, the Leafs have won the Stanley Cup and you are one of the
city’s newest inhabitants. What were those early days like?

Yeah... l arrived in June, the country’s 100th anniversary... | have a
feeling I must have jinxed them... Yeah, the first year and a half | was
like a tourist, | was having a lot of fun. You come with big plans, right?
Especially since at the time, there was no war in Lebanon. The civil war
hadn't started yet, so...

you know, very...

Lebanese society, it's very money conscious

Status driven?

.then
I read a lot you know. My mom was from Cyprus, she spoke English.

Yes, yes. If you didn't have money, you wouldn't be anybody. So..

I had an uncle who had a cleaner’s shop, next to a hotel in Beirut, so
the American tourists, they would sometimes leave their books at the
hotel. The hotel personnel didn’t read English, so, they would give it
to my uncle, who would give them to me. So, | had a pretty impressive
collection of these pocket books, 500...mostly mysteries and stuff
like that, but there were a few very good pieces of literature....When |

came here, | knew quite a bit about North America.
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“Immigran

ry

Anything about Toronto at all? Did you have any expectations?

No, not really particularly. Montreal was the centre of Canada at the
time, but Toronto was, like, at the time seemed to me like a big village.
On Sundays, the buses ran only in church service times, to get a bottle
of whiskey, or something you had to fill out paperwork. It's incredible.
You wouldn't believe it, wouldn't recognize it.

One of Toronto’s most well-known and respected characteristics is its
diversity. When you arrived, was it still very white and Anglophile or was
it already turning into the multicultural haven it is today, or...

Well, let me put it this way, | worked at Sick Kids Hospital, there were
2000 people employed there, yet it took me three months to meet
somebody who was born in Toronto, ha-ha so...there was a lot of
immigrants, but now there seems to be an overwhelming number.

At the time it seemed to be about 50/50 or less. But...OK, here is the
thing. Trudeau created this thing- a folklore or an aura, spotlight- on
multiculturalism. There used to be no such thing- as a concept it
simply didn’t exist. When you spoke about that, people got passionate
and started to go back to their roots. So it was the 60's/70's and, you
know, the hippies were doing the same thing, so...that was part of
the reason people started to naturally segregate more. | came into
something very different here. In Beirut, we lived in self-imposed
Armenian ghettos. Armenians always stayed with Armenians, and
growing up, living in Lebanon, | didn’t need Arabic you know? The
streets were filled with Armenians. Anyways, | felt really bad about it,
because | was born there, you know and people talked to you and you
can't even talk to them properly. As soon as you open your mouth,
they say “Are you Armenian?” because of the accent, so, | decided



when | came to Canada, I'm not going to do the same thing here,
make those same mistake here.

So, | came with a friend, we rented an apartment together, St. George,
south of Dupont- very close to the old A.C.C. He was totally immersed
with Armenian activities, and | was completely out. So, for about three
years, | stayed out. | wanted to be Canadian, but... ha-ha, | couldn't,
you know. | had the accent, especially in my case because | wasn't
born here, | was 24 when | came.

Even being born here, growing up here | get that and it catches me
off guard. “Where were you born?”. | always say “It's nothing exotic-
Toronto, North York General”. It must be the influence of Armenian on
my English, the tonality. Coupled with the dark eyebrowrs...

Yeah, why not- and you are born here, you shouldn’t have those
problems. . In my case the clash of cultures was very strong. Because-
well, | didn’t come here as a refugee. You know refugees arrive, and
the common thought is “No matter what it is, it's better than home” |
wasn't running away from something, in my case | wanted to move to
Canada to study, | wanted to go to University. | had heard from people,
especially in the States, people who left Beirut that “You can cut grass
and finance yourself to go to university,” which was not the case of
course. They probably didn’t even go to university. So, when you have
that mindset and then you come here, and you can barely make a
living, pay the rent, and everything else. We didn’t have anything...
you need furniture, none of us knew how to cook...

Before the days of trusty Pizza-Pizza delivering comfort.

Ha-ha. Yeah- my first dinner was Harvey’s . Right by Varsity stadium,
there was a Swiss Chalet next to it, another place we used to frequent
a lot. There was only one store that sold Middle Eastern Food: Ararat,
on Avenue Rd, they were Egyptian Armenian.

Yeah that place is still around. Have they been here for generations?

They've been here longer than me...there was a big upheaval in Egypt
in the 50’s, so...a lot of Egyptian Armenians moved during that time.

So you were indulging in some very Canadian eating at Harvey's
and Swiss Chalet, and you also had a uniquely Canadian experience,
working at the CBC, correct?

Yeah, 1973 to 76. By that time, | had gone to university. | started at
Ryerson, went to U of T, then attended York for film studies. | had
gotten my university fix and as soon as | got in at the CBC, | put school
on pause. | wanted to be on the creative side, but they hired me as a
cameraman, a technician. They called it the engineering department.
Even though I tried, | couldn’t cross the barrier. | had spoken to them
several times, gone through several interviews, my request was
always politely turned down. | asked if | can take a course, do anything
proactive...she said...”You have an accent”. | thought “Geez, I'm not
applying to be an actor or something’, so... They seemed to believe |
would never make it on the creative side.

George Strombolopolous, Gurdeep Alawahli, Jian Gomeshi- these are

the big names in our living rooms every night. Could you have made the
prediction that last names that ring with obvious ethnic certainty would
be so and in the spotlight? Did you notice a shift?

At the time | was at CBC, there was one Indian technician, one guy from
Quebec, and then me. The rest were all English Canadians. So, years after
they started hiring you know “token ethnics’, but not when | was there.
Gomeshi is a very intelligent guy, very well read. He knows what he's
talking about. | enjoy listening to him. My early North American tutorial
sessions were via the Johnny Carson show. | used to watch it religiously,
every night. | was late to work every morning. | always got shit for it. |
used to stay up until 1, and of course there was the Steve Allen show that
followed, very funny, so | ended up getting to bed at around 2. These
people were a part of my life. When Stompin"Tom Connors died, that
weekend | was watching all the old clips, Hockey Night in Canada. ..l get
emotional when | hear those things, but my friends were not the same,
they didn't have the same connection. | felt that way because | immersed
myself in the Canadian experience.

Did you ever feel like Toronto, or even the Diaspora- was a stepping
stone? Something temporary, for the time being? Did you feel like
Armenia was the end goal, the place you would end up living?

No, no. At the time, during the Soviet Era, the Soviets looked so
powerful. Nobody thought they would crumble, nobody. Everybody
was surprised- even the Americans who were trying to get that result
were surprised. That's why | never thought | would live in Armenia,
although | visited, and being there was important.

There's something funny about that, you go to Armenia and
everything is fantastic. The first time | was there, | got there very late
in the night. | drank a fair bit at the hotel bar, | was buying drinks for
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everybody, | was excited. It was a strange feeling, | felt at home and
at the same time like a foreigner. It's an issue that will probably be
resolved eventually, but not in my generation.

It's not to say that | didn't experience a pull, a connection. That first
time, | went on a bunch of tours. We had a guide who took us to
Ardashat, to a village, we spent time with a family there. They had lots
of livestock, pigs, you name it. They lived very well at the time, so, we
got to drinking. One of the farmers rushed in and exclaimed that they
had discovered king Ardashes’ remains, they asked us if we would like
to see it. We said sure, of course, and we were on our way. We piled
into 3, 4 little cars and headed off. We started driving off the road and
into the mountains. Of course they couldn’t find anything, maybe
because there was nothing to find or because most of us were really
drunk. So, the sky was overcast, heavy fog. There was a patch in the
fog, Ararat was very close, and it looked alive, powerful. | was standing
on this hill with nothing around, not even a pebble, and I felt..."This

is mine”. Something chemical worked in me at that moment, which |
didn’t get in Sevan, or Keghart. It was a connection to pure land. It was
a curious experience.

At this point, my generation has a few pop-culture reference points
for Armenian-ness. The Principal Skinner from the Simpsons, or the
reality mavens The Kardashians- however flawed they all may be. Did
you feel that you had to be more of an ambassador for your culture
without similar references?

Yes, a lot more because they didn’t know anything about us. So
whatever you presented was what they would know.

Any pressure?

| didn't necessarily feel pressure. | looked at it as being really fun. It
was up to me to paint this picture. | could say whatever | wanted, and
it would stick.

We have talked a bit about the Armenian experience, how about some
nostalgia about our city? Any aesthetic shifts you have noticed, even
fads that have come and gone. | am curious to know what the vibe of the
city was at the time, in the 60s and 70s.

Toronto used to be very backwards, in terms of restaurants or service
industry. Things changed a great deal when General de Gaulle came
to Montreal and said “Vive Le Quebec Libre!” All the major companies
escaped from Montreal and fled to Toronto, and- of course, everything
went up: businesses, head-quarters, restaurants. Toronto changed a
lot. It became more cosmopolitan, sophisticated. But it didn’t grow
into the shift, it wasn't organic like in other places.

Was there a singular moment when you thought, “l made the right
move, Canada is home”.

I was lucky. In 69, | drove east, New Brunswick, Nova Scotia. You realize
how big the country is when you drive through it- the vastness of

it, the untouched land. | remember an ironic moment. | was going
through the Trans Canada highway. Small highway, 2 lanes and we
were passing a very small area, about 10 houses. One of the houses
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was on fire. I'm talking totally engulfed in flames, burning. | was
thinking “What do they do? There can't be a fire station anywhere
close”But this is the same country where you can live side by side with
millions in an area of Toronto, so much variety, so much difference
within a hundred miles. Certain things become familiar, become
tradition. When | hear the Hockey Night in Canada theme song | get
emotional, or Foster Hewitt- these people were in my life all the time.

Hold on, so you're telling me you weren’t a hockey fan in Beirut?! I'm
surprised..

Ha-ha..I didn’t even know there was such a thing. These people helped
me, the CBC, Bob Kerr, Peter Gwozski. I'm lucky, I'm sort of steeped

in that- most Armenians aren’t. You learn a lot about the country,
problems in the Maritimes, issues in Alberta, it gives you more of a
connection to a greater Canadian identity.

We currently have a memorable mayor in office. Any favourite political
figures?

Trudeau, he had nerve, he would stand up to the Americans and they
didn't like that. And of course he loved Canada and that passion was
contagious. | liked Chretien too, his slyness made me smile.

I'd just like to end by asking, if there is an image, a memory that defines
Toronto, or Canada for you.

University Avenue. | was walking to work, through Queens Park, and

I noticed the Premiere of Ontario, he was pulling into the parking

lot. Just driving by himself. | was so impressed, because in Lebanon,
there would be 5 motorcycles accompanying him, with obnoxious
police wrangling the crowd. But there he was, so nice, so alone. Back
home politicians are hard to get at. When | was taking a course at U
of T, | saw a poster announcing that the defense minister was going
to speak at the university; | decided to go check it out. It was in a
lecture hall. There was a balcony, and they had set up a microphone
in the lobby, so he could address the crowd. It was the 70’s- all kinds
of activism, protesters. So the guy walked in and they wouldn't let him
speak, not even 2 words. Constant booing, hissing. | was shocked. |
thought if this was Beirut, those disruptive students would be getting
beat with the butts of police guns, batons. | remember thinking
there was such a difference. Politicians here seem like they would do

anything for a vote. I'm sure if you were to invite a hundred politicians
to your kids 7th Birthday party, more than a handful would make an
appearance. Votes count here. Everyone counts. O




Patil Halajian

While we stand on street corners
enamored by the high rises and
impressive retail and entertainment
complexes popping up like tulips in
spring, it is easy to miss a tiny crucial
detail; that as we are losing our public
spaces to these symbols of modernity,
we are also losing our voices. With
the heavy influence of the new digital
commons, it is easier to make this
oversight. It can be argued that as our
virtual voices get louder and louder
(shout-outs to Facebook, Twitter and
the like) our actual, physical voices are
nowhere to be heard. As such, these
public spaces are integral to functioning
civil societies and are central to the
narrative of social and political unrest
as witnessed in recent history at Tahrir
Square in Egypt, Mashdots Park in
Yerevan, Zucotti Park in New York City
and most recently Taksim Square in
Istanbul, Turkey.

What started out as an environmental
protest to save what is reportedly one
of the last standing green spaces in
downtown Istanbul, has quickly grown
into a broader contestation of the
existing order in Turkey. The fact is that

the demolition of these public spaces
has come to represent the common
disregard for public opinion and the
silencing of a collective voice. Sitting on
the edge of Taksim Square, the planned
destruction of Gezi Park to make way for
a new shopping mall was the straw that
broke the camel’s back. It's important

to mention that part of Gezi park used
to be an Armenian cemetery (Pangalti
cemetery); the largest non-Muslim
cemetery in Istanbul for 370 years. Over
the past year, Turkish citizens have hit the
streets to protest many issues including
the government’s response to the raging
civil war in Syria, the privatization of public
spaces, concerns over deteriorating press
freedoms and freedom of speech, draft
laws to curb abortion and new restrictions
on alcohol sales.

However, the protests come against

the same government that enjoys the
support of just about half the population
and a prime minister who has been
elected three times by successive free
and fair elections. This isn't Egypt and
Erdogan is not Mubarak. It is unlikely
that the protests will end in regime
change, as Turkey is a democracy- an

imperfect one without argument- but
still a democracy. The protests may

not be Erdogan’s spring, or winter

for that matter. They are, however, a
harsh wake-up call; a wake-up call not
only for Erdogan, who cannot run for
another term as prime minister and

has intentions to run for presidency

in 2014, but also for the people. It

seems that there is a new found sense

of political purpose, a sense of unity
among typically disparate groups bound
together by the public space they
occupy. A realization that they do have
voices and that they can speak up. A
realization that together, they can push
the boundaries and push through the
fear that has heavy-handedly governed
the republic for so long. A realization that
more so than any opposition party, the
people stand the best chance to disrupt
Erdogan’s future plans for presidency.
The people are demanding change, and
while it is unlikely that Erdogan’s autocratic
style of leadership will change much, it

is now about changing the minds of the
voters; as ultimately the change is going to
have to come from the polls. o
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