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When Memory Confronts History:
Hasan Cemal and the Courage to Acknowledge the Past
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Hasan Cemal

H-Tayea

There are moments when history stops being a distant narrative and becomes a deeply
personal reckoning. The story of Hasan Cemal is one of those moments—where inherited
legacy meets moral responsibility.

Cemal is the grandson of Jemal Pasha, a prominent Ottoman official linked to the events of
1915 that are acknowledged by numerous historians and countries as the Armenian Genocide.
Like many others in Turkey, he spent years avoiding this part of his past. His career focused
on journalism and political analysis, far removed from the weight of his family’s past.

But over time, that distance narrowed. Through research, conversations, and exposure to
Armenian voices and testimonies, Cemal began to re-examine what had happened. This was
not an overnight transformation. It was gradual, difficult, and deeply personal.

A defining moment came when he visited the Dzidzernagapert/Tsitsernakaberd Memorial
Complex in Yerevan. Standing at a site dedicated to the victims, his presence carried a
powerful symbolic meaning: a descendant of a figure tied to that era choosing to acknowledge
the suffering remembered there.

In 2012, Cemal published his book “1915: Armenian Genocide”, openly recognizing the
events as genocide and urging Turkey to confront its past rather than deny it. His stance
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sparked strong criticism at home, but he remained consistent in his view that truth, however
painful, must be faced.

His journey raises a broader question about how societies deal with difficult histories.
Acknowledgment is not about assigning collective guilt across generations; it is about
accepting documented realities and allowing space for dialogue, understanding, and
reconciliation.

The persistence of denial in the face of extensive historical research and documentation
reflects not just disagreement, but often a reluctance to engage with complexity. In contrast,
Cemal’s path illustrates a different kind of strength—the willingness to question inherited
narratives and follow evidence, even when it challenges identity and tradition.

History is not static, nor is it immune to reinterpretation. But it demands seriousness,
evidence, and intellectual honesty. Engaging with it responsibly is not a matter of opinion
alone; it is a matter of awareness and accountability.
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