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By Marc Mamigonian

“

Doubt is our product since it is the best means of competing with
the ‘body of fact’ that exists in the mind of the general public.
It is also the means of establishing a controversy. . .
—BROWN & WILLIAMSON TOBACCO COMPANY MEMORANDUM (1969)2

enial of the Armenian Genocide began concurrently
with the execution of the Armenian Genocide. As the
Ottoman-Armenian population was massacred and
deported, the Ottoman leadership constructed a narrative that, with periodic revisions and refinements,
remains in place today: Armenians were disloyal and
rebellious, a threat to security and the war effort; it was therefore necessary to temporarily relocate them; and measures would be taken to
protect them and safeguard their property and assets.

D

Each element of this narrative, and each
measure taken to give it substance, was a
fabrication. What was important, however,
was that each part of it could be made to
appear true. The fabrications came to be
accepted as truth in Turkey as Mustafa
Kemal, the founder of the new Turkish
Republic, institutionalized the official narrative about the Armenians that had already

been drafted by the Committee of Union
and Progress (CUP) leadership that
planned and implemented the genocide.3
This was all well and good for Turkey,
but it was one thing to manufacture a fake
history for the consumption of its own
people, and quite another to export it to
foreign markets such as the United States,
where the genocide had been heavily

”

reported in the press and public sentiment
aroused to assist survivors.4
Today, nearly 100 years on, there is a
large and constantly growing body of
research and documentation of the Armenian Genocide that increasingly draws on
previously inaccessible Ottoman-Turkish
archival sources. Even in Turkey, a growing number of people question the government-mandated version of events. An
observer could be forgiven for supposing
that denial of the Armenian Genocide must
be nearly non-existent at this point.
And yet denial of the Armenian Genocide is seeping into academia and mainstream discourse. In an earlier article,5 I
explored “how genocide denial has evolved
a more effective model that seeks to establish itself as the legitimate ‘other side of the
story.’” I would like here to delve further
back and look at the potential roots of some
of the modern strategies used by the Turkish
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state and those who aid its efforts to “manufacture doubt” about the Armenian
Genocide. This calls for an examination of
the cigarette industry’s 50-plus-year effort
to create a permanent smokescreen of controversy around the “alleged” link between
smoking and cancer, as Big Tobacco provided a paradigm for other large-scale
efforts to deny unpleasant truths—including
modern denial of the Armenian Genocide.

2 2 2
ow it came to pass that
Armenian Americans began to
raise the issue of recognition of
and justice for the Armenian
Genocide, particularly after 1965 and with
increased intensity in the 1970’s, is a complex story.6 In brief, a generation of scholars
and activists began an effort to educate the
wider American public about the crime that
had been committed decades before, and to
work for recognition and ultimately justice.
By the late 1970’s and early 1980’s,
Turkey was on the defensive in this public
relations war in the U.S.7 Even though
Turkey had, for decades, relied on state-tostate contact with the U.S. and called upon
the U.S. Department of State to represent its
interests8 in the name of preserving good
relations with an important trading partner
and post-World War II military ally, this was
no longer sufficient in the public realm. For
Turkey, the solution was to try to win the
public relations war.9 This required expanding its range of responses to the problem.
The renewed vigor and relative success
of Armenian-American activism after 1965
must have taken Turkey by surprise. In this
period, it was not until 1975 that Federal
Foreign Agents Registration Act reports
show Turkey engaging public relations
firms for purposes other than travel and
tourism promotion.10 In 1975, Turkey
began working with Manning, Selvage, &
Lee, Inc., “a public relations firm [that] disseminates material on behalf of the
Government of Turkey for the purpose of
influencing ‘the attitude of the public and
the Congress toward Turkey.’” In the following years, other firms would be added:

H

Edelman International Inc., Doremus, and
most importantly, Gray & Co.,11 and Hill &
Knowlton.

2 2 2
n establishing a relationship with Hill
& Knowlton, Turkey attached itself to
one of the largest and most influential
public relations firms in the world,
with considerable experience in the kind of
narrative re-framing that Turkey needed. It
was Hill & Knowlton that in the 1950’s had
devised a PR strategy for Big Tobacco when
it was confronted with mounting scientific
evidence of the direct tie between smoking
and lung cancer.12 Articles had appeared in
scientific journals and widely read popular
pieces were spreading the news to a broader
readership. The industry faced a public relations nightmare and falling stock prices.13
On Dec. 15, 1953, the heads of the major
tobacco companies held an unprecedented
summit to address these developments
which threatened their lucrative businesses.
In attendance was John Hill of Hill & Knowlton, who formulated a plan that would allow
the industry to stall for decades and to shape
the discussion around a manufactured “controversy” rather than the emerging scientific
consensus. In the words of author and cancer
researcher Devra Davis, this plan:

I

can be summed up very simply:
create doubt. Be prepared to buy
the best expertise available to
insist that more research is
needed before conclusions can
be reached. [The tobacco industry] would marshal its own
experts to magnify the appearance of a scientific debate long
after the science was in fact
unequivocal. John Hill’s brilliant
innovation remains a staple for
those who would fight the conclusions of science even today.14
One of Hill’s immediate recommendations was “a public statement by cigarette
makers” that would “clarify the problem

and reassure the public that: (a) the industry’s first and foremost interest is the public
health; (b) there is no proof of the claims
which link smoking and lung cancer; and
(c) the industry is inaugurating a joint plan
to deal with the situation.”15
Less than a month after the meeting, an
ad appeared in the New York Times and
more than 400 other newspapers over the
names of the presidents of most of the
major cigarette manufacturers and tobacco
growers entitled, without apparent irony,
“A Frank Statement to Cigarette Smokers.”
Admitting that recent reports “have given
wide publicity to a theory that cigarette
smoking is in some way linked with lung
cancer in human beings,” the statement
cautioned that the recent findings “are not
regarded as conclusive in the field of cancer research” and “eminent doctors and
research scientists have publicly questioned the claimed significance of these
experiments.” Finally, they announced the
creation of the Tobacco Industry Research
Committee (TIRC),16 headed by “a scientist of unimpeachable integrity and
national repute” and guided by “an Advisory Board of scientists disinterested in
the cigarette industry.”17
Historian of science Robert N. Proctor
notes that the TIRC, later renamed the
Council for Tobacco Research, for decades
“was the world’s leading sponsor of (what
appeared to be) tobacco and health
research.”18 However, “[t]he goal was really
to look in such a way as not to find, and
then to claim that despite the many millions spent on ‘smoking and health’ no
proof of harms had ever been uncovered.”19
Through a combination of its influence
as a major American industry and the credibility by association generated by funding
research at institutions of higher learning,
“the industry was able to clog congressional
hearings, to distort popular understanding,
and to delay or weaken legislation designed
to regulate smoking. . . . Tobacco charlatans
gained a voice before the U.S. Congress and
were often able even to insinuate themselves into peer-reviewed literature.”20
A 1972 memo by Fred Panzer, vice president of public relations of the industry-run

This page is sponsored by Sona Diorio (Ill.)
38

| T H E A R M E N I A N W E E K LY | A P R I L 2 0 1 3

www.armenianweekly.com

DISCOURSE

Tobacco Institute, offered qualified praise
for the nearly 20-year-long strategy of “creating doubt about the health charge without actually denying it,” but cautioned that
this commitment “to an ill-defined middle
ground which is articulated by variations
on the theme that, ‘the case is not proved’”
has “always been a holding strategy.”21
“Manufacturing doubt” may have been
only a “holding strategy,” but it worked
for over half a century. In the end it could
not prevent the onslaught of costly legal
actions, resulting, most notably, in the
1998 Tobacco Master Settlement Agreement 22 and a 2006 court ruling that
“found 11 of America’s major Tobacco
Companies and related entities guilty of
nearly 150 counts of mail and wire fraud
in a continuing ‘pattern of racketeering
activity’ with the ‘specific intent to
defraud’ under the Racketeer Influence
Corrupt Organizations (RICO) Act.”23 As
part of the 1998 settlement, the Tobacco
Institute and the Council for Tobacco
Research were shut down.

DOUBT

Just as the tobacco
companies viewed
children as potential
future customers, Turkey
understood the value of
exposing students to their
version of history. Such an
effort would be facilitated
by having work at hand by
credentialed Western
scholars presenting a
version of history
sympathetic to Turkey’s
official narrative.

2 2 2
he Turkish state did not learn
denial from the American tobacco
industry or American public relations firms. But by the early
1980’s, it had reached a moment of crisis
analogous to that of the tobacco industry
ca. 1953–54, and new conditions required
new methods of obfuscating the truth.
Some of these new methods were old hat
for Turkey’s PR advisors.
Speros Vryonis has written of the impact
of the appointment of Şükrü Elekdağ as
Turkish ambassador to the United States in
1980, of the “profuse” and “organized” public relations and propaganda output during
his tenure, and in particular of his inauguration of “a new policy in the vast world of
American academe.”24 The public relations
push was multi-faceted.25 An immediate
need was to become more effective in countering Armenian-American efforts to secure
U.S. recognition of the genocide, and here
the expertise and connections of Turkey’s
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new PR and lobbying partners would prove
invaluable in defeating Congressional resolutions, most dramatically in 1990, as well
as preventing any recurrence of a sitting
president publicly uttering the words,
“Armenian Genocide.”26
Another component was to present a
more appealing image of Turkey in order
to counter the reality of the genocide,
ongoing abuses of human rights, the invasion of Cyprus in 1974, the brutality of the
1980 military coup, and the violent repression of the Kurds. A major effort on this
front was the 1987 “Age of Süleyman the
Magnificent” exhibition at the National
Gallery of Art, the Art Institute of Chicago,
and Metropolitan Museum of Art—an
exhibition underwritten by American
tobacco giant Philip Morris at a cost of
close to $1 million.27
Of particular interest to Turkey was “to
rectify substantial factual errors about contemporary Turkey and Turkish history contained in secondary school social science
textbooks…[and] standard reference encyclopedias.”28 Just as the tobacco companies
viewed children as potential future customers, Turkey understood the value of
exposing students to their version of history.
Such an effort would be facilitated by having
work at hand by credentialed Western scholars presenting a version of history sympathetic to Turkey’s official narrative.
Thus a key element of Turkey’s longrange plan was to expand upon the small
group of American scholars producing
work that emphasized in a positive sense
Turkey’s role in the world. By funding and
encouraging further scholarship, it would
be possible to cultivate academics who
could produce a credible-looking body of
Turkey-friendly and, in some cases, genocide-denying scholarship.
It may be that with its increased influence in the world, the Turkish state wanted
more than simply to get its way by asserting
its will: It wanted its narrative to be believed
and legitimized. Bobelian writes that
“[a]fter the 1990 confrontation in the
Senate, the tide turned against Turkey’s distortions of history. . . . As time went on,
fewer and fewer elected officials maintained

DOUBT
As Proctor writes of Big
Tobacco, for decades it
“urged the need for
‘more research,’ with
the claim sometimes
even made that it was
dangerous to jump to
conclusions, given that
the case was not yet
closed. And that, of
course, is how the
industry wanted the
health ‘question’ kept:
forever open.”
their faith in Turkey’s position,”29 even if
they continued to vote for it. In 2000, Şükrü
Elekdağ observed that a Congressional
genocide resolution failed “mainly because
the winds of war began to blow in the
Middle East.”30 In 2007, after the House
Foreign Relations Committee voted on
another resolution, the late Turkish commentator, diplomat, and Member of Parliament Gunduz Aktan understood that even
those “supporting the Turkish case . . . said
loud and clear that the events of 1915
amounted to genocide,” and only “because
of the strategic importance of Turkey,
because of the national interest of the U.S.,
they are voting no.” For Aktan, this realization was “unbearable.”31 Once, it might have
been sufficient simply to prevail, but no
longer. Genocide denial needed to be made
respectable, pedigreed, and not simply
something one voted for while holding
one’s nose.
Taking a page from Big Tobacco’s playbook, Turkey created its own version of the
Council for Tobacco Research—the Institute

of Turkish Studies, directed by Ottoman
scholar Heath Lowry—to boost Turkey’s
scholarly bona fides. Established in 1982
through an initial grant of $3 million from
the Turkish government, ITS generated
prestige by association, disbursing funds to
scholars associated with many illustrious
American colleges and universities.
Vryonis, as well as, most vividly, Roger
W. Smith, Eric Markusen, and Robert J.
Lifton32 have shown that ITS also served the
interests of the Turkish Embassy (the
Turkish ambassador serves as “honorary
chairman” of its board of governors); and,
as the late Donald Quataert would learn,
breaking with Turkey’s official line carried
with it serious consequences, as he was
forced out as its chairman after acknowledging the Armenian Genocide.33
Like the Tobacco Industry Research
Committee/Council for Tobacco Research,
ITS has funded many entirely legitimate
scholars and projects. But just as the TIRC
“didn’t pay a lot of attention to tobacco and
tended not to fund research that might cast
cigarettes in a bad light,”34 so, too, ITSsupported scholarship has not paid much
attention to the Armenians, much less the
Armenian Genocide.35 Surely, this is what
Quataert had in mind when he wrote (in
the review that sealed his fate at ITS) that a
“heavy aura of self-censorship” prevails
among Ottoman scholars, who “fall into a
camp of either silence or denial—both of
which are forms of complicity.”36
By the year 2000, Şükrü Elekdağ would
complain that ITS had “lost its function
and its effectiveness,” from which one infers
that he conceived of its function being
something more than funding scholarly
research. Instead, he urged the creation of a
“project to make it quite clear that [Turkey]
is not at all afraid to confront the realities of
its past, a project aimed at shedding light
on the historical facts in the course of academic research.”37
Turkey’s version of Big Tobacco’s “Frank
Statement” took the form of the notorious
1985 advertisement in the New York Times
and Washington Post urging the U.S.
Congress not to pass a resolution recognizing the genocide as such—with the names
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of 69 scholars who questioned the appropriateness of using the word “genocide” to
refer to “Armenian suffering” during World
War I.
The ad, taken out by the Assembly of
Turkish American Associations (ATAA) but
co-authored by Heath Lowry,38 argued that
“the weight of evidence so far uncovered
points in the direction of inter-communal
warfare. . . . But much more remains to be
discovered before historians will be able to
sort out precisely responsibility between
warring and innocent, and to identify the
causes for the events…”39
As Proctor writes of Big Tobacco, for
decades it “urged the need for ‘more
research,’ with the claim sometimes even
made that it was dangerous to jump to conclusions, given that the case was not yet
closed. And that, of course, is how the
industry wanted the health ‘question’ kept:
forever open.”40
Turkey deployed the “69 scholars statement” in much the same manner as the
tobacco companies used the “Frank
Statement” and similar documents: “to clog
congressional hearings, to distort popular
understanding, and to delay or weaken legislation.” But it, too, eventually exhausted
its usefulness; and Elekdağ would complain
that “[u]nfortunately this document cannot be used effectively now. Many of the
people who signed it are now hesitant or
afraid to come out and declare their continuing support for it. … With the exception of Justin McCarthy none of them is
prepared to sign a similar communique
today.”41

Since 2000, when Elekdağ voiced his
discontent with what might be called the
“holding strategy” employed up to that
time, the Turkish state and those who support it have ratcheted up their efforts.42
When the creation of the “Turkish Studies
Project” (funded not by the Turkish government but by the Turkish Coalition of
America) at the University of Utah was
announced,43 it was hardly surprising that
Şükrü Elekdağ was on its advisory board,
since the effort could be seen as the fulfillment of his vision.
In future articles, I will take a closer
look at the rhetoric and techniques of this
ongoing and evolving academic campaign
to roll out a “counter-genocide narrative”
for the purpose of creating a permanent
haze of doubt around the Armenian
Genocide, and normalizing and legitimizing the Turkish state’s narrative of genocide denial.
Doubt is Turkey’s product, too, and the
factory is humming. a
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