Listeners: Amalia & Werner van Gent

The conference, 'On the Preservation of Armenian Religious, Cultural and Historical
Heritage in Artsakh/Nagorno-Karabakh', organised by the World Council of Churches
(WCC) in cooperation with the Reformed Church of Switzerland, took place in Bern
on 27 and 28 May. We have been asked to contribute as ,listeners™ our very
personal review of this important and highly interesting conference:

From the very beginning, the event was characterised by the moving speeches of its
initiators. Rita Famos, President of the Protestant Church in Switzerland, and Dr
Jerry Pillay, Secretary General of the WCC, were in Armenia in September 2023
when the convoi of he 120,000 refugees set off from Artsakh/Nagorno-Karabakh
towards Armenia. The two church leaders unintentionally bore witness to the despair
that besets people when they are besieged, starved and deprived of all their rights
ultimately being driven out of an area they have called home for thousands of years.
The audience was moved by the speeches given by Rita Famos and Dr Jerry Pillay.

The two church leaders emphasised once again that the religious, cultural, and
historical Armenian heritage of Artsakh/Mountain Karabakh must not be forgotten or
destroyed. The leadership of the Armenian Apostolic Church, represented in Bern by
its head, the Catholicos of All Armenians, His Holiness Karekin II, appealed for the
displaced persons' right to return to their homeland. These appeals were perceived
almost as a promise in the refugee settlements in Armenia. This is why the
conference in faraway Bern received widespread publicity in the local media. Even
two years later, very few have come to terms with the trauma of their expulsion. The
vast majority are plagued night by night by psychological scars in their dreams, and
they hope that this horror can only end with a return to their homeland.

Over the past 40 years, we (Amalia van Gent, a journalist for the leading Swiss
newspaper NZZ, and Werner van Gent, a journalist for Swiss Radio & Television SRF)
have often reported on war. In our view, war is the ultimate injustice because it
affects everyone, including civilians, children, the elderly without exception. Wars
today are fought more unrestrainedly than ever before. Whereas after the Second
World War, governments in the Western world and institutions such as the UN
primarily felt themselves to be the guardians of human rights and international law,
this is no longer the case today. Western principles are eroding, gross violations of
the law are simply ignored and politics is giving way to cynical power plays disguised
as realpolitik. However, in the Kursaal in Bern, we realised that the churches were
taking a different path to politics, standing up for human rights and international law,
even in the distant geography of the South Caucasus. Seeing them act as advocates
for the victims, in contrast to the 'realpolitik' of most politicians, was a real eye-
opener for us both.

Rita Famos succeeded in attracting numerous renowned academics to the conference
in Bern. Without wishing to do injustice to the other speakers, we would like to
highlight the presentations by two historians in particular: Dr Taner Akgam and
Hans-Lukas Kieser.

'Since time immemorial, eras of darkness and light have alternated in human
history,' Dr Taner Akcam begann his presentation. What our world is going through
at the moment is exceptionally dark, he added. I could not help but wonder if these
words were an expression of resignation.

I first met Dr Taner Akcam exacly twenty years ago at Bilgi University in Istanbul. At
the time, the elite university was considered a stronghold of free thinkers in Turkey,



where opinions that were otherwise banned as 'deviant' elsewhere in the country
could be heard. In September 2005, Taner Akgam, a young researcher teaching in
the USA, confronted the Turkish academic world with an issue that was considered
the best-kept secret of the country: the genocide of the Armenians in the late
Ottoman Empire.

For eighty years, the Republic of Turkey had steadfastly denied that a genocide had
ever been committed against Christian minorities (including Armenians, Greek
Orthodox and Syrian Orthodox Christians) within its borders. Anyone who claimed
otherwise was silenced. However in 2005 the research findings of Taner Akgam left
no doubt about the centrally planned war crime. For a brief moment, behind Bilgi
University's high grey walls, it seemed as if the Turkish metropolis on the Bosporus
had lost its fear of the darkest chapter in its history and dared to question its own
taboos — a deceptive illusion that would soon be revealed.

In Bern, Taner Akgam explained, that he could only pursue his work in his home
country of Turkey under police protection, which is why he emigrated to the USA. He
has now also had to seek police protection in his adopted country because he and
other academics denounced the genocide in Gaza in an open letter.

The academic's story made us think. It seems that democracy and its principles,
such as academic freedom, cannot be taken for granted today, not evn in the USA.
That was one reason why.

The second reason for our thoughtfulness was the question of whether the primacy
of law can be chosen. Can our government rightly demand exemplary punishment
for Russian war criminals, for example, while sparing the murderers of women and
children in Gaza? Can they recognise the Srebrenica massacre as genocide, yet turn
a blind eye to the ethnic cleansing in Nagorno-Karabakh? How can they be credible if
they do not adhere to the same moral standards?

Like Taner Akgam, the Swiss historian Hans-Lukas Kieser is considered an authority
on the Armenian genocide. According to Kieser, international research leaves no
doubt that this colossal war crime, committed in the shadow of the First World War,
was centrally planned and executed. Despite the fact, that the Armenian genocide is
one of the best documented genocides of all times, the Swiss Federal Council has
never recognised this crime as genocide. For Swiss journalists to hear this in the
heart of the Swiss capital in 2025 is somehow shocking.

Despite thinking we knew the history of Armenia and Bergkarabach quite well, we
learnt a great deal during this conference. Azerbaijan's autocrat Ilham Aliyev
emphatically claims for example, that the monasteries and churchies in
Bergkarabach, we wrongly thought they were armenian, in reality are «albanian».
His somewhat abstruse understanding of history has been met with indulgence in the
Vatican, since the family Aliyev has made generous donations towards the
construction of a church. Dr Jasmin Dum Tragut provided in Bern a much-needed
clarification of the term 'Albanian Church' and offered insights into its history. The
Azerbaijani regime is ultimately trying to rewrite history by misusing the term
Albanian wherever possible.



The concept of "accountability", punishment in connection with war crimes like ethnic
and cultural cleansing, as occurred in Artsakh/Nagorno-Karabakh before the eyes of
the world, seemed to us to be of central importance in many of the presentations.

In this context, international law is not static, but requires active engagement to
ensure compliance, said Dr. Luis Moreno Ocampo, a former chief prosecutor at the
International Criminal Court in The Hague said. He asserted, that while the situation
may seem bleak, substantial progress has been achieved in prosecuting crimes
against humanity. and justice. The top priority of our efforts should be "restoring
justice, not revenge or retaliation," concluded Dr Luis Moreno Ocampo.

The centre question remains: Could this conference lay the foundation for restoring
justice and respect for cultural and religious identity in the Southern Caucasus? One
can only hope.

Amalia & Werner van Gent



