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Introduction

he destruction of historical groups by states is always the culmination of complex

processes that unfold in particular political and social environments — most nota-

bly, in multiethnic contexts. The translation of genocidal intentions into action is
systematically preceded by periods of maturation rooted in diverse experiences, collective
failures, frustrations, and virulent antagonisms. It is justified by an ideological construction
that envisages the elimination of “internal enemies” from the social body. Each instance of
genocidal violence, however, obeys an internal logic that lends it its singularity. The physical
destruction of the Armenian population of the Ottoman Empire has, in its turn, a singular
feature: it was conceived as a necessary condition for the construction of a Turkish nation-
state — the supreme objective of the Young Turks. The two phenomena, in other words, are
indissolubly linked: we cannot understand the one if we ignore the other.

The present book is informed by this assumption and its structure depends on it.
“Destruction as self-construction” might have been the slogan adopted by the Committee
of Union and Progress (CUP) and that is the guiding thread of this study. In adopting it, I
have decided to situate myself at a level of observation that privileges the Young Turk and
Armenian elites; I have chosen methodically to examine the internal evolution of these
limited circles; I have attempted to assess the reactions of the two groups in crisis situations;
and finally, I have studied the nature of the interrelations between the two groups, their
points of convergence and divergence, and even their ideological similarities. Thus, it is
domestic Ottoman politics, examined from the level of the Empire’s elites, which serves as
the frame of reference for this book and sets its problematic. This point of view distinguishes
the present book from previous studies, which are generally organized around the “Eastern
Question” and European interventionism in the Ottoman Empire. I have not felt the need
here to evoke the historiographical traditions on the subject, so as perhaps to better distance
myself from them. The historiography is, in any case, a complex matter calling for a study of
its own, one that would divert us from our main subject.

That said, I have primarily interrogated the institutional, political, social, and even psy-
chological mechanisms that culminated in the destruction of the Ottoman Armenians. In
particular, I have sought to mark off the successive phases of the radicalization of Young
Turk circles. I have paid special attention to decision-making processes, which are a complex
phenomenon if ever there was one.

The debates over ideas within the Young Turk elite and the formation and subsequent
radicalization of the Young Turks’ ideology are here set against the parallel development
of the nationalism fostered by the Armenian revolutionary movements. These elites, both
when they were in opposition to Sultan Abdiilhamid’s regime and, later, when they were at
the head of the state, endlessly discussed the destiny of their common society. I have tried
to account for this. Particular attention has been paid to the troubling resemblance between
the Armenian and Young Turk elites, both of whom saw themselves as the bearers of a
“sacred” mission — saving the “nation.” The present study accordingly moves back and forth
between examinations of the practices of each.
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As a lens for the examination of the Young Turk regime’s political practices, the April
1909 Cilician massacres have been privileged over every other pre-war event. My choice was
dictated by the fact that this violence was a major issue in the dialogue between Turks and
Armenians, one that provoked a crisis of confidence. The abundant documentation avail-
able on this intermediate period, which affords us insight into phenomena that are harder to
discern in later periods, was another reason for my choice.

The geographical problematic is the second frame of reference for the present work. The
regional approach, which requires that one descends to the micro-historical level, has never
been seriously integrated into a global study. The immensity of the geographical area to
be considered, together with its local specificities, makes the task a formidable one that
has no doubt intimidated more than one historian. The historical vacuum that prevails
in this domain is perhaps also not unrelated to the enormous mass of material that has
to be patiently sorted out and worked through in order to establish the facts in the differ-
ent regions. The bloody nature of the events to be examined may, in turn, have dissuaded
some. It is not without apprehension that I have set out on this long adventure myself. But
a plunge into the Ottoman provinces is also necessary, in that it alone allows us to draw
macro-historical lessons from the strategy pursued by the central authorities and to single
out the modifications of it that came about one at a time. A regional approach also author-
izes conclusions about the fates of the Armenian conscripts which varied with their native
region; it helps us identify the categories of Armenians likely to survive (that is, to be drawn
into the “Turkish world” in formation); it throws a harsh but revealing light on the relation-
ship between executioners and victims and on the reactions that the party-state’s genocidal
policies elicited from both society and especially certain officials; and it brings out the roles
played by the administrative, army, political, and paramilitary groups linked to the CUP in
the context of the extermination plan. What thus comes into view is a repetitive mechanism
that consisted in entrusting the “legal” side of the process to the agencies of the state (iden-
tification of people to arrest, formation of convoys, seizure of property) and the “shadowy”
side to the Special Organization, to whose activities we have paid very close attention. In this
vast inventory of the realities that emerged in the Armenian provinces of eastern Anatolia
and the Armenian communities of western Anatolia, each regional study contributes some-
thing to our understanding of the global process.

To round out this approach, I have made an inventory of the civilians, military officials,
and local notables implicated, in one capacity or another, in this mass violence, in order to
better discern the sociological profile of the men who took part in the Young Turk experi-
ment. In response to the legitimate curiosity of the victims’ descendants, I have also tried to
determine as precisely as possible the dates on which the convoys of deportees set out, region
by region and locality by locality. | have endeavored to retrace their trajectories, establish the
location of the killing fields to which they were sent, and identify both the officers command-
ing their “escorts” and the heads of the Special Organization’s squadrons of irregulars perma-
nently assigned to “managing” the gorges that were most commonly used as slaughterhouses.

I have also taken an interest both in the activities of the commissions created by the
Ottoman administration to deal with what was termed “abandoned property” and in the
broader economic effects of the spoliation of the Armenians’ property, which was carried
out within the framework of the Millf Iktisat (“national economy”). The importance of these
expropriations can hardly be exaggerated: they constituted one of the major objectives of the
Young Turk policy of ethnically homogenizing Asia Minor.!

Among the individuals and institutions representing the CUP at the local level, the Young
Turk clubs and “responsible secretaries” delegated by the Ittihad’s (Committee of Union and
Progress abrege Turkish form) Central Committee have held my attention because their
activity exposes the hidden underside of the genocidal program.
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Among the most innovative aspects of this present work are the lessons it draws from
an examination of the legal actions brought by the state against both civilians and military
personnel in the course of the war. This examination allows us to pinpoint the reasons
why miscreants were indicted and the nature of the penalties imposed for economic “infrac-
tions” — misappropriation of real estate or moveable assets. It shows, as well, that no one was
ever indicted for mass murder.

In studying the procedures the CUP used to liquidate the Armenian population, it seemed
worthwhile to take a long look at the fate of the deportees who, in the “second phase of the
genocide,” were interned in Syrian and Mesopotamian concentration camps controlled by
the Aleppo Sub-Directorate. Here, I zero in on the final decision of the Young Turk leader-
ship, made in the first half of March 1916, which sealed the doom of several hundred thou-
sand deportees. This decision illustrates the flight to the front by the Young Turk leaders with
decision-making power.

In accordance with the methodologies of this book, I have also systematically examined
the activities of the clandestine humanitarian networks, both Armenian and foreign, which
strove to save orphans and intellectuals in particular.

I could hardly have brought this study to a close without considering the legal dimension
and political effects of the destruction of the Ottoman Armenians. Therefore, the last part of
the book discusses attempts by both the Ottoman authorities and international institutions
to bring the authors of the genocide to justice, as well as the judgment passed on them. Such
a discussion is essential. It allows us to measure the will of the state and society to face up to
their responsibility in the eradication of the Armenians. It offers an occasion to analyze not
only the way all the trials organized in Constantinople from February 1919 to spring 1921
were conducted but also the procedures applied in carrying out preliminary court investiga-
tions and validating the evidence accumulated by the commissions of inquiry, as well as the
methods used to interrogate defendants or witnesses. It affords us a glimpse of the mental
universe of the defendants, by way of their explanations, self-justifications, and perceptions
of the criminal acts for which they stood accused. Finally, it allows us to bring out the basic
element of the founding discourse that inspires the Turkish authorities even today. We are
thus led to reflect on the ideological and cultural foundations of a society that rejects its past
and is unable to come to terms with its history.

This examination of the legal proceedings also allows us to assess outside interference in
the postwar trials, notably in the trial of the Young Turks who had withdrawn to Anatolia
or were still in the Ottoman capital. We further discuss their Anatolian and, soon, Kemalist
sanctuary in connection with the sabotage of the judicial procedure, the theft of incrimi-
nating evidence, the rejection of the very idea that the suspects should be judged, and the
organization of their flight to Anatolia by CUP militants active in the eastern provinces.

Several points must be made about the materials to which we had access in carrying out
the present study. Many may find the slow progress of research on the Armenian genocide
puzzling. It is perhaps unnecessary to point out that since Turkish sources are scarce — in
particular, the archives of the Young Turk Central Committee and its paramilitary exten-
sion, the Special Organization, are unavailable; one has to go to great lengths to make up
even partially for such a handicap. Fortunately, well-documented works, such as those by
M. Siikrii Hanioglu,® make it possible to understand the ideology that animated the Young
Turk regime, its internal practices and gradual radicalization. For his part, Krieger (the pen-
name of Father Krikor Gergerian), carried out the pioneering task of systematically collecting
the available sources on the genocide of the Ottoman Armenians, even though he published
only one work (in Armenian).* Vahakn Dadrian has taught the discipline to take its first
steps, with his many scholarly articles and an essential book on the genocide.> The work
of Erik J. Ziircher is no less important.® By carefully sifting through Turkish historiography,
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notably on Mustafa Kemal, he has succeeded in casting new light on many facts that histo-
rians considered incontestable and in clarifying historical questions that had long remained
obscure. The principal merit of his work is that it brought out the ideological and personal
links between the Young Turks and Mustafa Kemal. There can be no doubt about their
importance, even if Kemal worked hard to establish legitimacy in his own right in order to
construct the Turkish nation-state whose foundations were laid by his predecessors.

Taking Turkish-Armenian relations as our guiding thread, I try to go one step further
here. My work is largely based on material that for all intents and purposes had not been
exploited previously — the archives of the Information Bureau created by the Armenian
Patriarchate immediately after the Mudros Armistice. The main mission of this bureau was
to gather information on the deportation and massacre of the Armenians for the indict-
ments of the Young Turk leaders. We must first say a word about the importance of these
materials and their origins.

Let us begin by recalling that the Armenian Patriarchate in Constantinople was dissolved
in 28 July 1916 by decision of the Ottoman Council of Ministers’ and that the Patriarch,
Zaven, was exiled to Baghdad on 22 August. The Patriarchate was restored only after the
Mudros Armistice brought an end to hostilities. The British High Commissariat then set
up an Armenian-Greek committee® charged with rehabilitating the survivors of the geno-
cide. When, on 19 February/4 March 1919, Patriarch Zaven returned to Istanbul,” one of
his priorities was to create an Information Bureau (deghegadu tivan). He appointed Arshag
Alboyajian (1879-1962), a young historian, to head it. Alboyajian was assisted by Zora
Zorayan and, later, by Asadur Navarian (1875-1955) and the jurist Garabed Nurian, who
became a member of the Armenian Political Council in 1920.1° The Information Bureau
set about gathering old and new documents on demographic issues, the anti-Armenian
persecutions, massacres, deportations, and stolen property. It also compiled facts about the
principal authors of the massacres and eyewitness accounts, corroborating evidence and
statistics on people who had been abducted and held against their will.!! According to
a report of Nurian’s, the Bureau also prepared files on the Turkish authorities’ treatment
of the Armenians after the Armistice, submitting three hundred reports on attacks on
Armenian survivors to the British High Commission. Furthermore, it accumulated docu-
mented files on the authors of the deportations “whom the Turks were trying to exonerate”
and published two books on “the massacres in Caesarea and Dyarbekir.”!? Thus, it can be
seen that, as soon as circumstances allowed, Armenian institutions began to collect materi-
als with the expectation that the Young Turk leaders would be brought to justice before an
international “High Court.”

On 21 November 1918, a commission of inquiry into the government’s conduct, the
“Mazhar Commission,” was created within the Department of State Security by imperial
irade (official decree).!? The following month saw the creation of courts martial charged with
trying the Young Turk criminals. Pretrial investigations of a large number of suspects were
now opened. The Mazhar Commission, as soon as it came into existence, set about collecting
eyewitness accounts and other evidence. It focused its inquiries on state officials complicit
in crimes against the Armenian population. It had rather broad prerogatives, inasmuch as it
could serve writs, search and seize documents, and also order the arrest and imprisonment of
suspects by the Criminal Investigations Department or other state agencies. At the outset,
Hasan Mazhar sent an official circular to the provincial prefects and sub-prefects, demand-
ing the originals or certified copies of all orders received by the local authorities in connec-
tion with the deportation and massacre of the Armenians. The commission also proceeded
to question witnesses under oath. In a little less than three months, it compiled 130 files,
regularly transmitting them to the court-martial. These files contained numerous official or
semi-official documents, only some of which were published in the legal supplement to the
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Official Gagette (Takvim-t Vakayi). Many others appeared in the Istanbul press of the day, in
Ottoman Turkish, Armenian or French.

In their capacity as plaintiffs, the Armenians represented by the Constantinople
Patriarchate had access to the prosecution’s files on the accused. They also had the right to
make copies or take photographs of the original documents or of certified copies of them.
Although the court was an “extraordinary court-martial,” it was originally “mixed” — that is,
both civilian and military judges sat on it. Such, at least, was the case until 24 March 1919.14
Although the Patriarchate and its lawyers enjoyed access to the files compiled by the pros-
ecution for only a brief period — 5 February to 23 March — the Information Bureau was able to
assemble a rather substantial mass of official documents; they were supplemented by mater-
ial from other sources and the eyewitness reports that came flooding into the Patriarchate’s
offices.

In November 1922, faced with the Kemalist forces’ imminent entry into the capital,
Patriarch Zaven sent the 22 trunks containing these documents to the Armenian primate
in Europe, His Grace Krikoris Balakian, who was then in Manchester. When Balakian was
elected bishop of Marseille in 1927, he took the documents with him. On the express request
of the retired Patriarch, who wished to consult this material in writing his memoirs, it was
sent, early in 1938, to the Patriarch of Jerusalem, Torkom Kushagian. By then, Zaven Der
Yeghiayan was living in retirement in Baghdad.®
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PART I

Young Turks and Armenians
Intertwined in the Opposition

(1895-1908)






Chapter 1

Abdilhamid and the Ottoman
Opposition

great deal of ink has been spilled on the virulence and diversity of the opposition

to the regime of Sultan Abdiilhamid II. His accession to the throne was tainted

by illegitimacy and probably a regicide, but illegitimacy and murder were, after all,
common in Ottoman court circles. A good many historians have also stressed the fierce hos-
tility of conservatives, the clergy, and, more generally, Muslim Ottomans to the “Tanzimat,”
a policy of reform and centralization designed to reorganize the state in central form and
make all Ottoman subjects equal before the law. It can hardly be doubted that the centrali-
zation of power bred discontent among the begs, or tribal chieftains, accustomed to broad
autonomy for centuries. It is still more certain that the foreseeable, if not indeed already
accomplished, end of the traditional Ottoman system, based on a social hierarchy that put
Muslim Ottomans at the top of the scale and “infidels” at the bottom, alarmed, the dominant
group and its clerics.

While Abdiilhamid II had not initiated the modernization process, he had nevertheless
inherited its consequences, particularly the “Midhat Constitution,” the restoration of which
would later figure as one of the Young Turks’ political demands. The fact that the sultan sus-
pended this constitution in rather short order, dissolving parliament and relieving its author
of his functions, did not prevent him from pursuing his predecessors’ policies of reforming
the administration, reorganizing the army, creating a modern educational system, and, more
generally, adopting Western models. Yet this was evidently not enough to satisfy the Young
Ottoman “modernists.”

The Russo-Ottoman War of 1877—8, with which the sultan was confronted almost as soon
as he acceded to the throne, reminded the dominant group that the Ottoman Empire had
begun an irreversible decline and was losing its possessions one after another. The moderni-
zation of the Ottoman state and Ottoman society was, of course, a response to this decline.
The new setback that the empire suffered in the Russo-Ottoman War indicated, however,
that all the efforts it had made had not yielded the expected results, that the empire would
continue to decline and was incapable of putting up effective resistance to the ambitions of
the great powers. Such, at any rate, was the conclusion to which many figures associated with
the government came, along with conservative and religious social strata.

How was the empire to be saved? Beyond a doubt, all the various Ottoman oppositions
crystallized around this question, even if they answered it in diametrically opposed ways. As
is often the case when a multicultural, multiethnic empire begins to fall apart, each of its
component groups focused on its own future. This was most true, first and foremost, for the
group that had held power for centuries.

The very nature of the system was such that the opposition to the sultan was, initially,
internal and institutional. Thus, the most active opposition emerged from the ranks of state
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officials, civilian or military, belonging to the dominant group. Historians have noted that
the very idea of opposition to the sovereign and caliph was altogether foreign to the Muslim
masses. Under Abdiilhamid, one could be exiled to the empire’s remote provinces, such as
Yemen or the eastern provinces of Asia Minor, on mere suspicion. Indeed, the sultan’s patho-
logical suspiciousness, to which his contemporaries often pointed, helped the oppositional
groups recruit new members throughout the 30 years of his reign. Members of the Ottoman
elite, all educated in accordance with the same modernist model, sometimes found them-
selves in the opposition quite simply because they had fallen into disgrace, even though they
had no fundamental disagreements with the regime. Their political discourse came down to
a demand for restoration of the constitution.

This did not hold for the clergy, beginning with those clerics who had roots in the reli-
gious orders. They could not accept, as we have said, egalitarian ideology and the attendant
risk of losing the superior status that Islam conferred on them. Since the clergy enjoyed, to
some extent, ascendancy over the Muslim masses, they played an important part in shaping
the public opinion that rejected Western innovations and looked askance at the increasingly
influential role played by non-Muslims.

In contrast, the Young Ottomans, who in 1889 founded the Ittihad+ Osmani' at the
Tibbyeyi Askeriye (Military Medical School) — Mehmed Resid,’ the future vali of Dyarbekir,
Ibrahim Temo (1865-1939), Abdiillah Cevdet (1869-1932) and Ishak Siikiti (1868-1903) —
embodied the beginnings of a true political opposition. For they had assimilated a key source
of the cohesion and, therefore, power of the Western societies of their day — namely nation-
alism. They had very little power in this period and were a school of thought rather than
an organized movement, but their guiding idea was already making its way in the Ottoman
world.

With regard to the burning question of the empire’s future, however, the elements that
were not associated with the dominant group were already wondering what was to become of
them. Their status as gdvurs (“infidels”) had improved somewhat since implementation of the
Tanzimat, yet they continued to be perceived by the Turkish population as ungrateful, deceit-
ful, and disloyal groups with a penchant for profiting from all the others.> While some of the
members of these millets served in government, they had only subaltern functions and had no
political responsibilities; in the everyday world, the courts and the administration in general
maintained inegalitarian practices and taxed non-Muslims more heavily than others. The
Muslim masses continued to regard the millets as foreign elements, almost as domestic foes.

For the non-Turkish groups living in the European part of the empire, the 1878 Treaty of
Berlin had plainly put a dent in the dogma of the empire’s territorial integrity; it remained
only to work out the final details of their divorce with Istanbul. This was not the case with
the Arab, Armenian, or Kurdish elements of the empire, whose destiny was much more
closely bound up with that of the Ottoman state, thanks to their implantation in the Asiatic
part of the empire. The organic religious bond that tied the Arab world, practically severed
from its Egyptian component, to the Ottoman capital and its Sultan-Caliph was by no means
superficial, but it appeared too loose to hold forever. Egypt’s impressive economic develop-
ment did not go unnoticed and was the envy of many people from the clan-based or tribal
world of Syria and Mesopotamia, or even Arabia and Yemen. This was the more so in that
it brought out the contrast between modernization at a forced pace and an Ottoman society
stagnating under an administration that many deemed inefficient and corrupt.

The Armenian-Kurdish Ottoman world was, in its turn, awakening from a slumber of
several centuries. The Armenians saw the progress that had been made in the eastern part of
their historical territory ruled by Russia, even if this progress went hand-in-hand with assimi-
lationist, repressive policies. Officially, the Tanzimat had freed them of their dependency
on Kurdish begs, but the result was to revive an ancient rivalry that had over the centuries
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yielded to a sort of arrangement, or “symbiosis,” from which both parties benefited. The
Kurdish chieftains, who had been replaced by officials appointed by the central government,
found it hard to accept the loss of their long-standing privileges for the sake of modernizing
the state and centralizing it in line with a European model about which they knew noth-
ing. Yet, neither Kurds nor Armenians had as yet begun to envisage their future outside the
Ottoman framework.

The “Armenian Committees,” which doubtless represented the most virulent wing of
the opposition, were considered, both by the Hamidian government and many Young Turk
opponents of the regime, to be terrorist organizations threatening the country’s domestic
security and territorial integrity, helping to create through their propaganda a deplorable
image of the empire in the West. For their part, the committees deemed themselves part of
the enlightened element of Ottoman society, a kind of avant-garde imbued with socialist
values that was endeavoring to free the masses from the reigning obscurantism and build a
federal state.

It can readily be seen, then, that an immense gulf separated the ruling group, which was
desperately seeking to preserve the empire and defend its privileges, from the Armenian
activists who reasoned in terms of intellectual categories altogether foreign to the world in
which they operated. Sultan Abdiilhamid’s response to these movements was to massacre
nearly 200,000 Armenians in the years 1894—6. These crimes, of which we still have no
comprehensive study, had an organized character; it is beyond doubt that the Sublime Porte
was directly implicated in them. Although they cannot be called genocidal, they seem to
have been intended to reduce the Armenian population at large and weaken it at the socio-
economic level. They also unleashed a debate within the Committees and the Armenian
population about the revolutionary acts of self-defense supposed to have brought on this
bloody repression. This debate lastingly poisoned relations within the Ottoman Armenian
community: it of course raises questions about the psychological effects of mass murder, but
also about the practices of the Hamidian regime, the role of violence in Turkish society, and
that society’s way of dealing with political questions.

That said, the mobilization of Western public opinion that resulted from these events
transformed the massacres into a sort of moral touchstone or yardstick that was later used in
judging Ottoman oppositional currents. The massacres were thus a central topic of debate
when the Young Turks and Armenian activists in exile began to discuss the future of the
Ottoman Empire.

Young Turks and Armenian Militants
in Europe, 1895-1901

Until 1895, Paris remained a place of exile for the Young Turks, including the most famous of
them, Ahmed Riza, who founded the Ottoman Committee of Union and Progress (OCUP)
in this period. Riza had gathered only a small group of Young Turks around him, but it was
a very select one: it included Dr. Nazim, a native of Salonika, who joined him in 1894 in
Paris, where he also hoped to complete his medical studies,* and Ahmed Agaoglu (Agayev),
a native of Shushi (the capital of Karabagh) who took courses in history and philosophy at
the Sorbonne and the National Institute of Eastern Languages and Civilizations.’

Among the Armenians in Paris in the same period, Stepanos Sapah-Giulian was undoubt-
edly the most interesting figure. A leader of the Hnchak Social-Democratic Party (SDHP),
Sapah-Giulian was the moving spirit behind the Hnchak club in Paris. Here he rubbed
shoulders with the Young Turk exiles, whom he claimed to know better than anyone else
because he had had dealings with them for so many years.



12 THE ARMENIAN GENOCIDE

In early 1895, in Parisian political and intellectual circles, conversation turned on the
appropriate reaction to the anti-Armenian massacres perpetrated in Sasun in summer 1894
and the publication, in a British parliamentary Blue Book, of the damning conclusions of the
European consuls who had served on a commission of inquiry into these events. The Sultan,
many said, had to be confronted with a demand for “reforms” in the eastern provinces of Asia
Minor that would put an end to the “insecurity” reigning there.

For the first time, the Parisian Young Turks were forced to consider the vexing question
of the “reforms” that the European powers were seeking to impose on the Ottoman Empire.
With this question, it was their conception of the Ottoman state, and the place and status
of non-Muslim elements in it, that was put to the test. The publication of an article on the
reform plan of “11 May 1895,” in the Parisian daily Le Figaro,’ led to a meeting between the
Parisian SDHP activists and the Young Turks, headed by Riza and Nazim, who had just been
elected treasurer of the CUP. Sapah-Giulian’s account of their meeting shows that the two
Turkish leaders were staunchly opposed to this reform plan® — that is to say, hostile both to
European interference in what they considered an internal Ottoman affair, as well as the
creation of a special status for certain provinces of the empire. They continued to argue for
a policy of centralization, contrary to the Hnchaks, who simply denounced the tribal system
and the violence prevailing in the eastern provinces and condemned the Sasun massacres.

What is more, the official leader of the Young Turk movement, Ahmed Riza, rejected
the revolutionary methods espoused by part of the anti-Hamidian opposition. He advocated,
rather, a conservative policy” that was ultimately not very different from the sultan’s. However,
Riza needed support from the Armenians, among others, in order to make his political project
credible in Parisian circles. He therefore asked to meet with Nubar Pasha,'® an Armenian
from Smyrna who had served as Prime Minister of Egypt and was the father of the Egyptian
reforms, notably the creation of mixed courts. Riza doubtless hoped to profit from the Egyptian
pasha’s many connections to French politicians, and from his generosity as well.

In fall 1895, the “Armenian Students of Paris” organized a lecture in a hall in the city’s
Grand Orient lodge. The invited speaker was Avetis Nazarbekian of London, one of the
SDHP’s founders. The lecture and the response to it offer us an opportunity to evaluate the
positions taken by the Parisian Young Turks on the most recent persecutions of the Ottoman
Armenian population. Nazarbekian denounced Hamid’s policies, especially the generalized
massacres of October and November and Europe’s indifference to them. “If the Armenians
must die,” Nazarbekian concluded, “they will die, not as slaves, but as free men.” Yet, it was
the part of his talk in which he questioned the Sublime Porte’s ability to govern its possessions
that disturbed his Young Turk listeners, more than the crimes themselves. Sapah-Giulian
later noted that the many Armenian students in the Young Turks’ ranks were surprised by
their Muslim comrades’ negative reaction.!!

The massacres contributed heavily to turning Western public opinion against the Ottoman
Empire. This pained the Young Turk exiles in Paris. The violence also helped bring about a
radicalization of the Armenian Committees, whose leadership bodies had established them-
selves in London, Geneva, and Paris. The Young Turk movement nevertheless profited from
the diplomatic crisis that followed the Armenian massacres.? The French supplement to
Megsveret (Mechveret supplément francais), which Riza had begun publishing in Paris in 1895,
reveals the uncomfortable situation in which the Parisian exiles found themselves, torn as
they were between patriotic feelings informed by official Ottoman discourse and their shame
at the European reaction to the events. A May 1896 article by the movement’s master thinker
includes a long demonstration in which Riza endeavors to show that the anti-Armenian
massacres organized by Abdiilhamid “flew in the face of the traditions of Islamicism and the
precepts of the Koran ... We wish to see the sultan surrounded by counselors who are steeped
in both Muslim precepts and the ideas of order and progress.”’? Riza thus put forward the
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thesis that responsibility for the massacres lay with the sultan’s entourage, which had suppos-
edly failed on this occasion to respect national traditions. He thereby exonerated the sultan
himself of all blame, illustrating in the process his conception of the government and his
attachment to the function of the Sultan-Caliph.

A few weeks later, Riza expatiated on his approach to the notion of responsibility, thereby
revealing his perception of the empire’s Christian subjects. He confessed that he “defended
the Muslims more often than the Christians.” “This may seem exaggerated,” he went on,
“but the fact is that, in our country, there is no comparison between the fate of the Ottoman
Christians and that of the Muslims. The Christians are by far happier, or, if one prefers, less
wretched... If Christians are the preferred targets of looting, the reason is that they enjoy
greater wealth and material comfort than the Muslims and that, either out of fear or suspi-
cion of the victor, they generally keep their doors shut.”'* What the Young Turk leader says
here is obviously rooted in a centuries-old Ottoman tradition, marked by the concept of the
Christian “guest” who “takes advantage” of his happy lot and displays his lack of gratitude
toward his masters by refusing to share what he possesses with them. Thus, the violence
exercised by the dominant group is legitimized.

Jules Roches delivered a lecture in December 1895 at the Hotel des Sociétés Savantes in
which he denounced the horrors perpetrated by the Hamidian regime. The reactions that
his lecture elicited are as revealing as Riza’s essay. One of the Young Turks present, who had
taken a seat beside Riza, was unable to contain himself and shouted out: “All this informa-
tion is false; it has been made up by the Hnchaks.” He then blamed the Armenians for the
events that were sullying Turkey’s reputation.!® This shows how deeply young “liberal” activ-
ists, albeit united in their combat against Abdiilhamid’s regime, were opposed on a great
number of issues, prisoners of their respective cultural backgrounds and traditions.

For their part, the Armenian activists who sought to appeal to Western public opinion
complained that the Parisian press depicted them as terrorists and willfully ignored the
reality of the massacres.!® According to Sapah-Giulian, this general trend was reversed by
a conversation he had with Anatole Leroy-Beaulieu, his professor at the Ecole des Sciences
Politiques. Leroy-Beaulieu, known as an expert on the East, agreed to intervene in the
debate.l” His contribution also took the form of a lecture, “Armenia and the Armenian
Question,” delivered at the Hotel des Sociétés Savantes. This event, which saw a dis-
tinguished French personality participating in the discussion, provided Young Turk and
Armenian activists with a new opportunity to air their opposing views. It showed, as well,
that Istanbul kept close tabs on its opposition in exile. Miinir Bey, the sultan’s ambassador,
who had been given the task of monitoring the opposition’s activities in Paris, recruited
young Ottoman students, Sapah-Giulian reports, and had them introduced into the lecture
hall, where Ahmed Riza and his partisans were also present. One of Riza’s supporters, no
doubt reflecting his comrades’ mood as well, interrupted the lecturer to ask him whether
a scholar like himself could seriously speak in such terms about a “religious group.”® In
thus seeking to downplay Armenian identity, the Young Turks were in fact voicing the
apprehensions they felt at the campaign mounted by the Hnchaks, who, adding insult to
injury, had invited a “foreigner” to join a debate on an “internal matter” and so incited the
European chancelleries to intervene in Turkey.

Other examples, however, illustrate the solidarity prevailing between the oppositional
groups in Paris and the fact that their relations, while sometimes stormy, were quite close.
A meeting that took place between the Young Turk leaders and the Hnchak revolutionaries
shortly after the events just discussed was one of the most revealing in this respect. Riza and
Nazim proposed to the SDHP representatives that they collaborate and “make a joint con-
tribution to the movement of national renewal.” He suggested that, to this end, they “put old
quarrels behind them.”’ In view of Riza’s frank aversion to his Armenian interlocutors’
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revolutionary methods, it is not easy to say what impelled the Ottoman Committee of Union
and Progress to seek a rapprochement with the Hnchaks. Possibly Riza and Nazim were hop-
ing to profit from the popularity that the Hnchaks enjoyed at the time or even from their
relations with certain Parisian intellectual circles. They may also have been seeking to curb
the Hnchaks’ anti-Hamidian campaign, which they deemed anti-Ottoman.

The seizure of the Banque Ottomane by militants of the Armenian Revolutionary
Federation (ARF) on 26 August 1896 is another event that serves as a yardstick with which
to measure the Young Turk and Armenian positions. The operation, the kind that the
press delighted in covering, found a much broader international echo than the massacres of
autumn and winter 18956, doubtless because it struck directly at European financial inter-
ests.20 This was, however, not a peaceful demonstration like the one that had taken place
in October 1895; most of the French press reacted very harshly, painting the Armenians as
terrorists. The Paris Hnchaks suddenly felt that they had lost the fruits of the public aware-
ness campaign that they had been waging for the past year. The SDHP therefore requested
a meeting with the leaders of the ARF, who agreed to make the trip from Geneva — their
European headquarters and the city in which they published their official organ, Droschak.
Sapah-Giulian asked them why they had mounted this operation. He seems to have received
an embarrassed response; it came down to the idea that the ARF wanted to make an atten-
tion-grabbing appeal to Europe in order to bring an end to the Armenian massacres. In
private, the Hnchak leaders did not hesitate to speak of “political immaturity.”?! It seems
reasonable to suppose that the competition between the two organizations for leadership of
the Armenians had helped motivate the ARF’s spectacular strategy.

Leaving a meeting with the historian Ernest Lavisse and the academician Albert Vandale,
Sapah-Giulian, who had asked the two Frenchmen to intercede on the Armenians’ behalf,
ran straight into Riza and Nazim, “arm-in-arm” in front of the main entrance to the French
Senate building. Riza exclaimed, “Mr. Sapah-Giulian, this time they are massacring people
by the tens of thousands... What remains of the Armenian Question, the 11 May plan and
European intervention?” Nazim added, “The [death toll] of the massacres of the past few days
is over one hundred thousand; it seems that they are not going to leave a single Armenian
[alive]”?? The Hnchak leader did not fail to note the ironic tone adopted by his interlocu-
tors, who did not for a moment consider condemning these crimes, but had already begun
calculating their demographic and political impact.

The Hnchak Committee finally decided to turn to a “heavyweight” in an effort to reverse
the anti-Armenian trend. It sent a memorandum to Jean Jaures defending the Armenians’
struggle against Abdiilhamid’s regime and asking Jaurés to take a public stand in order to
stem the flood of anti-Armenian propaganda in the French press. Sapah-Giulian points out
that the socialist leader had previously rejected this suggestion because of his apprehen-
sions about “Armenian nationalism.” After a conversation with Sapah-Giulian, however, he
decided to throw himself into the fray. At the same time, he confessed that he had misgiv-
ings about the fact that he would be defending the same position as certain conservative
pro-Armenian circles in France.?

Jaures’s first intervention came on 3 November 1896, at the podium of the French
Parliament, which was full to the point of bursting. The session was opened by Denis
Cochin, but Jaures did not take the floor until the conservatives had finished speaking. His
entry into the lists came as a surprise, for no one had been expecting him to address a foreign
policy issue. He made a strong impression on those present and on public opinion generally,
in particular by indicting the French government for its policy on Turkey of the past four
years.”* Jaurés’s one-and-a-half hour speech marked the real beginning of the pro-Armenian
movement in France. The Parisian newspapers, which, as everyone knew, pocketed generous
subsidies from agents of the Ottoman sultan, now struck a new tone.
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There was a perceptible détente in relations between Young Turks and Armenian activists
in late 1895. Changes within the Young Turk movement undoubtedly helped create the con-
ditions for real cooperation among the various opponents of the Hamidian regime. Murad
Bey Mizanci’s arrival in Europe earlier in the year had already established a connection
between OCUP circles in Istanbul and Europe, long isolated from each other. Unlike Riza
and NAazim, Murad Bey, who had worked for a long time in the Hamidian administration,
favored European intervention as well as rapprochement with the Armenian revolutionary
committees and the formation of a united front. In December 1895, he began publishing the
review Mizan (Balance) in Cairo, which had considerable impact in circles sympathetic to
the Young Turks.?> In this review, Murad Bey challenged Riza’s anti-revolutionary positions.
He dealt Riza the deathblow upon his return to Paris in July 1896, in the course of a meeting
at which a new central committee was elected after Riza had lost the support of the major-
ity. Murad assumed leadership of this committee, with Nazim as his second-in-command.?
On his initiative, the Young Turks apparently established warmer relations with the ARF in
particular.?? In April 1897, the Turkish intelligence service intercepted a message from the
ARF’s Paris branch to the committee in Erzerum; it indicated that the Armenian organiza-
tions and the CUP had now come together around a common goal, dethroning the sultan.?®
No trace of such an agreement is to be found in Armenian sources, but it is the more plausible
in that all branches of the CUP had been directly linked to Paris after the Constantinople
branch was dissolved under pressure from the Hamidian political police.”” For a long time
to come, the ARF was the Young Turks’ main Armenian interlocutor, even if we should not
attach undue importance to this initial rapprochement.

That the ARF and CUP united around common goals is more likely; the social complex-
ion of the Turkish organization had changed with the 18967 arrival in Paris of officers and
army doctors.’® However, thanks to the defection of Mizanci Murad, who in July 1897 agreed
to return to Istanbul after negotiations with representatives of the sultan, Riza had again
assumed the dominant role in the CUP! putting a damper on the plans for a rapproche-
ment between Young Turks and Armenians. The salient feature of this period, however,
was the growing influence of the CUP’s Cairo branch, which helped change the Union’s
orientation.’? As Hanioglu points out, after first promoting a union of all Ottoman groups
behind Riza’s idea of Ottomanizing society and secularizing the state, and then defending
Murad Bey’s conservative political line, which was favorable to outside intervention, the
CUP adopted a new program that called for reconciling Islam with modernity on the basis
of a constitutional system.*?

The Armenian Committees probably took note of these transformations. At all events,
a Turkish-Armenian oppositional delegation, headed by Riza, participated in the 1899
Hague Peace Conference, where it distributed a joint memorandum. The Turkish leader
was accompanied by an Armenian, Minas Tchéraz, a well-known yet independent figure
to be sure, and Pierre Anmeghian, one of Tchéraz’s most faithful followers. In other words,
he was not accompanied by representatives of the Armenian revolutionary parties. Yet, the
idea of sending a joint delegation to the conference was a success, for it attracted favorable
attention from the European delegates.** The fact that the Armenian delegates were not
altogether representative of their people should not obscure the novelty of this public ini-
tiative, from which the Young Turks, who were seeking to enlist European public opinion
in their cause and profile themselves as liberals, derived the greater benefit. Abdiilhamid
seems to have understood this quite well, for he included Diran Kelekian,® a journal-
ist well known for his perceptive analyses of Ottoman society, in the official Ottoman
delegation.3¢

The positions that the Armenian Revolutionary Federation put forward, after the OCUP
issued its call for a union of all oppositional forces in spring 1898,%7 provide a good index
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of the positive but skeptical attitude reigning in Armenian circles. The Armenian leader-
ship thought that it had detected a change in the OCUP, which, it felt, “had resolved to
abandon its passive position once and for all and enter an active phase.” “To date,” Droschak
went on,

we have tended to take a skeptical view of Young Turkey’s capacities, course of action
and principles, as well as the seriousness of its desire for reform. Long experience
has convinced us of the need for this. In the last twenty years, we have never once
seen this party attempt to protest the crowned murderer’s unexampled injustices and
outrageous crimes in active form. We have never laid eyes on Turkish revolutionaries;
we have seen only Turkish “liberals” or “pacifists,” who are present in large numbers
among us [the Armenians] as well. We have had our fill of vain memoranda; we have
had our fill of begging and imploring Europe, of sighs and lamentations ... The ideas
that Young Turkey preaches have unfortunately not found fertile ground in the Turkish
people or created a public movement among the Turks. The Young Turks’ program
was utopian. They made an enormous mistake in proclaiming “that the revolution
would come from above” ... Today, however, we are happy to be able to point out that
groups which ... have split off from this movement are professing more radical ideas
[and] have invited us to show our solidarity with them ... If, today, there exists a degree
of national antagonism between Ottoman Turks and Ottoman Armenians, the blame
for it lies primarily with the government. We are convinced that, in future, once
acceptable political conditions have been brought about in Turkey, our two nations
will continue to live in peace and harmony and will, united in a common effort,
make their way toward the highest form of civilization .... It matters little that cer-
tain decrepit representatives of Young Turkey, who are utterly ignorant of our activi-
ties, spread insinuations against us, holding up the Armenian Committees before all
Europe as “destroyers of Turkish villages” and casting the word “separatist” in the
Armenian revolutionaries’ teeth ... Gentlemen, you have doubtless firmly resolved to
have done with your old delusions, with moderation, slow progress, evolution and
other such vague notions, in which your senile brothers are steeped. There are, among
us Armenians as well, empty-headed philosophers who call themselves “evolution-
ists” and shun revolution. Evolution, however, is an undefined concept that everyone,
the unbridled Tyrant included, can exploit to his own ends in elaborating programs,
whether political or of some other kind ... You, too, should galvanize your own people,
whose bitter sufferings you know very well. That unfortunate people is also being
tortured ... Enslaved, it has, like the slaves of other faiths, crawled before tyrants and
exploiters belonging to its own race ... Your clergymen, invoking the Koran, are unfor-
tunately reinforcing and sacralizing hatred of all that is new. Rescue the people from
this deadly immobility.*8

This long response from the ARF, cast in the form of a lecture delivered in an occasion-
ally peremptory tone, sums up the party’s perception of the Young Turk movement. This
perception, based on “long experience,” confirmed, in the Armenian party’s view, that
“Young Turkey” had not adopted the “radical” methods of which the ARF considered itself
the champion. It must be said that, in this period, violent clashes between the army and
groups of Armenian fedayis in the eastern provinces were occurring almost daily; every issue
of Droschak between 1890 and 1900 describes such clashes and gives the biographies of the
fighters who fell in battle. The “martyrs” that the ARF’s resistance to Abdiilhamid’s regime
cost it no doubt explain the party’s feeling that it was the sole opposition movement to com-
bat the sultan’s “tyranny” at the practical level.
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The ARF’s reaction to the 1899 Hague Peace Conference is also rather revealing of its
irritation with the European powers. The tone of the “Declaration Addressed to the Public
Opinion of the Civilized World” on the occasion of the conference is sarcastic, almost cyni-
cal, and in any case disillusioned in the passages that evoke the Europeans’ foreign policy or
their indifference to the 1894—6 massacres.>® The “Declaration,” however, says not a word
about Riza’s decision to attend the conference as part of a delegation made up of Turks and
Armenians.

Also worth pausing over, because they illustrate both the political game as it was played
in the Ottoman family and the ARF’s openness to dialogue, are the maneuvers that Sultan
Abdiilhamid undertook to silence the Armenian opposition in exile, as he had partially
succeeded in doing with the Young Turks. He proceeded by engaging in political negotia-
tions with the party even while pursuing repressive domestic policies. To open discussions
between the Sublime Porte and the ARF, which did not become public knowledge until
after they were broken off on 11 March 1899, Abdiilhamid delegated his undersecretary of
state for foreign affairs, Artin Pasha Dadian, a scion of one of the grand Armenian families
that had served the Ottoman state for generations. On 28 October 1896, Dadian’s son,
Diran Bey Dadian, arrived in Geneva and met with the ARF’s Western Bureau, which was
grouped around the monthly Droschak. The message he bore was clear: the ARF had to
abandon its violent activities. In exchange, the sultan pledged to carry out fundamental
reforms in the country over the coming nine months.*® According to Droschak’s editors,
the “Khanasor” operation — a commando raid on 25 August 1897 (6 September, new style),
that had taken retaliatory measures against a Kurdish tribe that had participated in anti-
Armenian massacres in the Van region the year before — and the abortive attempt to
blow up Yildiz Palace on 6/18 August had forced Abdiilhamid to take the ARF’s demands
seriously.

An accomplished politician, the sultan resorted to his usual methods, seeking to pull the
wool over the eyes of the Armenian revolutionaries as he was also attempting to do with the
Young Turks. On the sovereign’s orders, Drtad Bey Dadian, a nephew of Artin Pasha’s, spent
almost eight months in Geneva, leaving only in March 1899. The length of his stay indicates
the seriousness and determination of this initiative. While it proved unsuccessful, it never-
theless enabled the Sublime Porte to take the measure of the Armenians’ demands: at Artin
Pasha’s request, the ARF drew up a list of the reforms that it was seeking.!

Manifestly, since Mizanci Murad’s “surrender,” the Young Turk movement in exile had
once again adopted the positivist leader’s moderate line, even if it did not command unani-
mous assent. In other words, the movement was paralyzed and found it difficult to recruit
new members from the circles opposed to the sultan. It was repeatedly criticized for failing to
commit itself to action.

In 1899 and 1900, the discussion between Young Turks and Armenians was carried on in
their respective newspapers, which indicates that the parties were, despite everything, inter-
ested in each other. The old debate about whether or not it was necessary to build a com-
mon front of all those opposed to the Hamidian regime flared up frequently in these papers.
Thus, an anonymous letter, published by Droschak, revealed that toward the middle of 1899,
Tunal: Hilmi#* had circulated in Cairo a declaration calling for a congress of “Muslims and
non-Muslims” aimed at creating an “Ottoman Committee,” and that Damad Mahmud Pasha
and his two sons, members of the imperial family, had fled Istanbul to join the Young Turk
opposition in exile. The anonymous author of the letter notes, finally, as if in response to his
Armenian interlocutors’ criticisms, that Osmanl did not share Meshveret’s anti-revolutionary
positions and that “a good many Young Turks advocate revolutionary methods.®® This is
one index of the fact that the ARF embodied the idea of revolution for certain Young Turk
circles, especially officers who had graduated from the Military Academy.
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Damad Mahmud Pasha’s “Open Letter to the Armenians,” sent out from his Parisian exile
in summer 1900, was the first credible sign that the Young Turk opposition wanted to pool
the energies of all those opposed to the sultan, even if the letter blamed Abdiilhamid alone
for all the empire’s ills. Mahmud expressed his regrets over the “appalling massacres” organ-
ized by the sultan, while also criticizing the Armenians for maintaining too great a distance
from the Turks. He ended his letter with a call for unity, restoration of the constitution, and
“federation with the Turks.** The last formula was unprecedented: coming from someone of
Damad’s stature, it was no mere rhetorical flourish, but a promising invitation to construct
“the new Turkey.”

The response of Droschak’s editors shows that they took Prince Damad’s offer seriously:

There was a time when we were constantly inviting the Turks, perplexed as we were
by their indifference to Turkey’s dire plight, to unite with us in struggle ... Now the
roles have been reversed: Turkish calls for “union” are raining down on us, while we
are unfortunately obliged, despite our deep-felt sympathy for the principle, to main-
tain an uncertain position ... “Let us unite” that is a superb idea. But with whom, and
how? The Armenian revolutionaries have been on the scene for a long time and are
already waging the struggle in whose name we are invited to unite. But where are
the Turkish fighters? To date, we have encountered only individuals, groups, people
busy making propaganda on paper; we have yet to see active fighters and agitators.
Cut off from the real Turkish populace and depending for support on a negligible
fraction of the Turkish intelligentsia, the Young Turks are still politicians who look
to “the revolution from above”; they are weak, disorganized and, consequently, still
inactive; they are men who prefer talk to action ... Would that they had, at the very
least, waged a verbal propaganda campaign tending in the right direction and geared
to the present cultural needs of the Turkish people. But read through the Young
Turks’ publications: you will not find a single challenge to the internal forces smoth-
ering Turkish society ... “Our history is superior to the Europeans’, and we have more
patience,” someone writes. Someone else scurrilously repeats that “there exists no
evil in Turkey that does not exist in still greater measure in so-called enlightened
Europe.” The only evil, we are told, is Sultan Hamid’s person; the crisis that Turkey
has been enduring for a quarter of a century is wholly due to his caprices. If Hamid
disappears, Turkey will become a model country: this is what all the Young Turks
repeat in chorus.®

The ARF was not the only organization to respond to Prince Damad’s overtures. The
SDHP also made itself heard in the person of Sapah-Giulian. He pointed out that the state
was organized in such a way that there were no real bonds between its various constitutive
elements, that no institution had sought to unite them in a bond of solidarity with the
throne, and that, if the country were not reorganized on new foundations, it was condemned
to disappear.*® Finally, Sapah-Giulian reminded his readers that

the very moderate desires and the short-term goals put forward by the Armenian
nation and the Armenians’ fighting forces have never stood in opposition to the real,
permanent interests of Turkey considered as a state. What the Armenians are demand-
ing today is not in any way intended to weaken or paralyze Turkey, to dismember and,
ultimately, destroy it, to pulverize the Turkish people and, on its ruins, re-establish the
Home of the Armenians. The Armenian people’s modest desires for reform and all the
political, economic and social institutions to which it aspires contain, not the seeds of
Turkey’s destruction, but, abundantly, the seeds of its renewal.#?
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These reactions to Damad Mahmud Pasha’s invitation sum up the Armenian Committees’
political vision and reflect their determination to help rebuild a common state. The Ottoman
dignitary’s proposal to forge an “Armenian-Turkish federation”#® doubtless reflected an option
for founding the state anew shared by certain liberal circles that had emerged from the
Ottoman elite. However, the Armenian Committees, still shaken by the violence inflicted
on their compatriots in the eastern provinces, remained skeptical about the possibility of
yoking their fate to that of this opposition, whose weakness and unrealistic objectives they
had pointed out.

The end of the first stage of the rapprochement between Young Turks and Armenian revo-
lutionaries throws up a crucial question: why did the largely legitimist Young Turk opposition
seek to cooperate with the revolutionaries? On the face of it, everything separated a prince
of the house of Osman from an Armenian intellectual who pleaded for socialism and even
espoused revolutionary violence. Part of the answer no doubt lies in the common education
and shared cultural references of the members of these two elites, who both spoke French and
were steeped in European sociopolitical concepts. Another reason is to be sought in the exist-
ence of a vast network of Armenian militants, capable of operating in many different regions
of the empire and characterized by their iron discipline, spirit of self-sacrifice and unwavering
dedication: the Young Turk movement lacked any such base. We should also not ove