
THIS CHAPTER LOOKS AT THE CHOICES MADE IN THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE BETWEEN 1908 AND 1914 THAT

would eventually result in genocide. No historical event is inevitable. Individuals and groups operate

within a particular historical moment, and the choices they make ultimately define the age.

In 1908, the Young Turk revolution brought great hope for many people living in the Ottoman Empire.

The reintroduction of the constitution, with its promises of equal rights, seemed to offer opportunities

to people who had been left behind in the old system. The Young Turk vision of a strong central gov-

ernment promised an alternative to the corruption and disorder of the sultan’s regime. Many hoped the

violence that had come to characterize the sultan’s reign would now end. 

For the Armenians, the constitution and its guaranteed equality seemed to offer many of the

reforms they had long desired. But there were still unresolved tensions. What role would Muslims

have in this new order? Were they going to quietly accept the loss of their special status in this

new regime? What would happen to supporters of the sultan? What about the members of groups

that suffered under the old regime? Could they trust the Young Turks? Who would enforce the

changes they promised? 

Chapter 3

the young turks in power

Religion has a place for a conscience, 
which racist ideologies do not.

—Christopher Walker

“
”



There were tensions within the Young Turk movement as well. Between 1908 and 1913, the diversity of

opinion within the Young Turk movement became clear. Although one branch of the movement worked

with Armenians and others, another branch of the party, favoring Turkish nationalism, began to gain

influence. Others within the movement were less consumed by ideology than with the practical concerns

of holding on to power. Internal unrest and further loss of territory aggravated the divide.

In 1913, Mehmed Talaat, Ahmed Djemal, and Ismail Enver organized a military coup and formed a coali-

tion of ultranationalists who believed that the only way to hold on to the empire was embrace a radical

ideology of ethnic resettlement and deportation. The Turkish nationalists gained strength when

Germany, Austria-Hungary and the Ottoman Empire agreed to a military alliance just before World 

War I. Old stereotypes about Armenian disloyalty were combined with religiously inspired ideas of the

“other” and spread by the government to further a sense of “us” and “them.”
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Young Turk leaders Talaat and Enver reviewing the troops.
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Reading 1   bloody news from adana

For the Ottomans and their new leaders, 1908

brought disappointment. Austria-Hungary

annexed the territories of Bosnia and

Herzegovina. Bulgaria declared independence

from the empire, and the island of Crete broke

away to become part of Greece. In the chaos,

Turks loyal to the sultan attempted a counter-

coup to restore him in April 1909. Although

supporters of the sultan grew bitter as the

empire lost land to former subjects,

Armenians within the Ottoman Empire had

rarely enjoyed so much freedom. 

In the province of Adana, in the region of Cilicia near the Mediterranean Sea, tensions between Turks

and Armenians exploded as Turks still loyal to the sultan watched Armenians celebrate their new oppor-

tunities. Historian Richard Hovannisian traces how those tensions expressed themselves in massacre.

After the Young Turk revolution, many Armenians were emboldened to believe that they could now

enjoy freedom of speech and assembly. The audacious prelate [religious leader] of Adana, Bishop

Mushegh, expounded in nationalistic rhetoric, proclaiming that the centuries of Armenian servitude

had passed and that it was now the right and duty of his people to learn to defend themselves, their

families, and their communities. For Muslims, however, the new era of constitutional government

undermined their traditional relationship with Armenians and threatened their legal and customary

superiority. At the same time that Abdul Hamid’s partisans in Constantinople initiated a countercoup

to restore the authority of the sultan, conservatives of similar sentiments lashed out at the Armenians

of Adana. A skirmish between Armenians and Turks on April 13 set off a riot that resulted in the pil-

laging of the bazaars and attacks upon the Armenian quarters. The violence also spread to nearby vil-

lages. When the authorities finally intervened two days later, more than 2,000 Armenians lay dead.

An uneasy ten-day lull was broken on April 25 with an inferno. Army regulars who had just arrived

in the city now joined the mobs. Fires set in the Armenian quarters spread rapidly in all directions.

Armenian Protestants and Catholics, who had generally remained aloof from nationalistic movements,

were not spared as the massacre and plunder fanned out over the width and breadth of Cilicia. . . .

Hakob Papikian, member of a parliamentary commission of investigation, reported that there had been

21,000 victims, of whom, 19,479 were Armenian, 850 Syrian, 422 Chaldean, and 250 Greek.

Thousands of widows and orphans now stood as a grim reminder of the first massacre of the Young

Turk era. Several Turks and Armenians were hanged in Adana for provoking the violence, but the most

responsible persons, including the governor and commandant, got off with no real punishment.42
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A postcard of the Armenian Quarter in Adana 
after the 1909 massacre.
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Adom Yarjanian, an Armenian poet who went by the pen name Siamanto, wrote a series of poems known

as Bloody News from My Friend about the massacres and their aftermath. Siamanto’s poem “Grief” reflects

the Armenian sense of isolation and despair in the wake of the massacres.

Grief
by Siamanto

You, stranger soul mate

Who leaves behind the road of joy,

listen to me.

I know your innocent feet are still wet with blood.

Foreign hands have come and yanked out

the sublime rose of freedom

which finally bloomed from the pains of your race.

Let its divine scent intoxicate everyone,

Let everyone—those far away, your neighbor, the ungrateful,

come and burn incense

before the goddess of Justice

that you carved from the stone with your hammer.

Proud sowers, let others reap with your scythes

the wheat that ripens in the gold earth you ploughed.

Because if you are chased down by raw Evil,

don't forget that you are

to bring forth the fruitful Good.

Walk down the avenues of merriment

and don’t let the happy ones see in your eyes

that image of corpse and ash.

Spare the passerby, whether a good man or a criminal,

because Armenian pain

rises up in the eye’s visage.

As you walk through the crossroad of merriment

don’t let a speck of gladness or a tear

stain grief’s majesty.

Because for the vanquished, tears are cowardly

and for the victors, the smile is frivolous, a wrinkle.

Armenian woman, with veils darkening you like death.
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You, young man with native anguish

running down your face,

walk down roads without rage of hate

and exclaim: what a bright day,

what a sarcastic grave digger…

What a mob, what dances, what joy

and what feasts everywhere…

our red shrouds are victory flags.

the bones of your pure brothers are flutes…

with them others are making strange music.

But don’t shudder, unknown sister

or brother of fate.

As you study the stars,

take heart, go on.

The law of life stays the same

human beings can’t understand each other.

And this evening before the sunset

all of you will go back to your houses,

whether they are mud or marble,

and calmly close the treacherous

Shutters of your windows.

shut them from the wicked Capital,

shut them to the face of humanity,

and to the face of your God…,

Even the lamp on your table

will be extinguished

by your soul’s one clear whispers.43

In the aftermath of the massacre, the Armenian Revolutionary Federation and the Young Turk

Committee of Union and Progress released a joint statement promising to continue to work together to

guarantee the full realization of the Ottoman constitution, suppress reactionary movements, and work

to counter the myth that Armenians desired independence from the Ottoman Empire.

Connections

� The Armenians in Adana and other places in Cilicia fell victim to the rage of those who were angered
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by the changes taking place in the Ottoman Empire. What changes do you think they found so threat-

ening? Why did that anger express itself in violence against the Armenians?

� Despite the revolution, some Young Turks joined the mob as they targeted Armenians and others.

How do you interpret their participation in the violence?

� One strategy for analyzing poetry is to break the larger piece down into smaller sections and focus on

those before moving on to try to understand the whole piece. Start with a close read of one stanza and

then try to convey the mood and message in your own words.

� As you read “Grief,” identify key words, images, or phrases. What do they mean? What does Siamanto

hope to convey? What message does he have for the reader? 

� What does Siamanto mean when he says: “The law of life stays the same. Human beings can’t under-

stand each other.” How does his message resonate with what you have studied in this unit? What role

can education play in helping people bridge differences?

� A British warship was in the area of the massacres and aware of the conditions. The commander of

the ship applied to the Turkish governor of the district for permission to land and offer relief, but his

request was refused. After being refused, the ship left the area. Why do you think the governor refused

the commander’s request? Why do you think the commander complied? Consider the political, diplo-

matic, and military issues that would have influenced his decision.
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Reading 2   ideology

After the massacres in Adana and other places in Cilicia the Young Turks government declared a state of

siege and limited some of the rights that had been newly granted to citizens of the empire. 

British historian Christopher Walker describes the search for an ideology that the Young Turks could use

to unify the fraying empire.

The options had emerged as Ottomanism, Islam or Turkism. Ottomanism meant strengthening the

institutions of the existing empire and making them available for all its citizens, irrespective of ethnic

origin. It gained a brief vogue, but never had much of a chance when compared with the other more

exciting ideologies. Islam meant deepening relations between all Muslim peoples and nations within

the empire and throughout the world, and perhaps creating a political unit out of the faith. There was

a problem here too. It raised the possibility of a confrontation with the Christian powers, unknown

since the Crusades. Moreover, the empire to the east of the Ottoman Empire, that of Iran, although

Muslim was shi’i, would never accept the authority of the Sunni Ottomans. And anyway many of the

Young Turks, and certainly those who organized the revolution of 1908, were atheists and positivists.

Islam to them was little more than a vehicle through which they might mobilize the masses.

There remained Turkism: Turkish nationalism based on the Turkish race. This was an idea that devel-

oped and gained popularity among Turkish thinkers from the 1890s. It grew from ideas expounded

by Europeans who were friendly to the Turks and who perhaps also sought to weaken imperial

Russia. The idea that the Turks were not just the ruling elite in a declining empire, but had a vast

kinship, based on race and the Turkic languages, stretching from the Balkans to Siberia, was attrac-

tive, something to revive them after the hangover of democracy. Turkism soon became the central ide-

ology of the Young Turks. It gave them a clear new vision of their position, following the ending of

the old hierarchies that had occurred with the 1908 revolution. Within a few years it had been accept-

ed by most leaders of the Committee of Union and Progress as a central ideology.

The Armenians failed to grasp the nature of Turkism. They continued to see themselves primarily as

Christians. If the Young Turks had adopted Islam as the guiding ideology, they would have under-

stood the nature of the situation. Religion was an integral part to being an Ottoman Armenian, so a

nonreligious ideology was hard to comprehend. They found it almost impossible to see what it meant

to be up against a nonreligious, race-based ideology.

The chief Turkist ideologist was Ziya Gokalp, who was born in Diarbekir, a Kurdish city, in 1875;

the Kurdish locality may have encouraged him to stress his Turkishness more forcefully as an identi-

ty. The subtext to his ideas makes it clear just what a threat Turkism was to Armenians….He held

that the country of the Turks was not Turkey, or even Turkestan; it was a broad and everlasting coun-
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the ottoman empire before world war I
Before World War I, the Ottoman Empire was a vast territory, including the countries we now call 

Turkey, Syria, Jordan, Lebanon, Israel, Palestine, Kuwait, and parts of Saudi Arabia and Iraq.
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try, Turan. One of his slogans was. . . . “All of the Turks are one army.” This was a fearful threat to

any nation in the way of such a grand union of Turkic peoples, but it was a threat that found little

resonance with the Armenians, even though their homeland was most at risk from the “one army.”

They continued to believe that their woes came from Islam, from the Muslim nature of the Ottoman

Empire, and from local tyrannical Muslims.

It should be pointed out that Islam has in fact a definite . . . place for Christian peoples (“people of

the book”) which race based Turkism does not . . . . Religion has a place for a conscience, which racist

ideologies do not.44

Connections

� What is the purpose of an ideology? How does ideology influence action? What transforms something

from an idea into an action?

� Christopher Walker describes three potential ideologies for the Young Turk leaders: Ottomanism,

Islam, or Turkism. How would you describe the differences in the ideologies? Why did the differences

matter?

� How does Walker describe the appeal of Turkism to the Young Turks?

� Why do some people find racist ideas attractive? When are people most vulnerable to believing racist

ideologies? In hard economic times? After negative experiences with differences? When fear of the

“other” is especially strong? How was racism manifest in other parts of the world at the turn of the

twentieth century?

� Why do you think the ideas of Turkism had such resonance among the Young Turk leaders? 

� Walker writes: “The Armenians failed to grasp the nature of Turkism. They continued to see them-

selves primarily as Christians. If the Young Turks had adopted Islam as the guiding ideology, they

would have understood the nature of the situation. Religion was an integral part to being an Ottoman

Armenian, so a nonreligious ideology was hard to comprehend. They found it almost impossible to

see what it meant to be up against a nonreligious, race based ideology.” Under religious law,

Armenians, as Christians, were not afforded the same opportunities and protections as Muslims. The

spread of Turkism brought new challenges for the Armenians. What differences do you notice

between the two visions?

� Racism and pseudo-scientific racist thinking known as eugenics were becoming increasingly influen-
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tial among educated American and Europeans throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth

century. Eugenic ideals exerted a powerful influence over individuals as well as public policy in the

United States and Europe and in the ways leaders in those countries related to people from across the

world. Some Ottoman and Armenian scholars suggest that the ideology of Turkism was another

expression of that pernicious form of racist thinking. To learn more about the influence of scientific

racism in the American and European context, refer to Facing History and Ourselves: Race and

Membership in American History.
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Reading 3   ideology in action

French scholars Gerard Chaliand and Yves Ternon write that

in the Ottoman Empire, at the beginning of the twentieth

century, “there was a latent feeling of humiliation born of the

weakening of the empire that had once been feared.”45 The

problem was exacerbated in the spring of 1912 when the

Balkan League was formed with Russian help. Serbia,

Bulgaria, Greece, and Montenegro, all former subjects of the

Ottoman Empire, united with the goal of taking the Ottoman

territory of Macedonia. At the same time, Ottoman forces

were already fighting a war with Italy over Tripoli [Libya], a

Muslim territory in North Africa. On October 8, Montenegro

declared war on the Ottoman Empire. It was joined by the

rest of its allies from the Balkan League ten days later.

During the war, Armenian Christian soldiers fought along-

side Muslims in defense of the Ottoman Empire for the first

time. Their cooperation wasn’t enough; the forces of its for-

mer subjects routed the Ottoman army. An armistice was

signed on December 3, 1912, but before the peace agree-

ments were completed a coup toppled the Ottoman govern-

ment. Minister of War Enver, Minister of the Interior Talaat,

and Military Governor of Constantinople Djemal created a

new government of extreme Turkish nationalists.

Even before the coup Turkish nationalists were gaining power. During the war  nationalists organized a

boycott of Greek Ottoman shops. Before long targets of the boycott included Armenians and other non-

Muslim businesses. Tekinalp, an architect of Pan-Turkist ideology, boasted that the boycotts “caused the

ruin of hundreds of small Greek and Armenian tradesman.” Furthermore, he argued:

The systematic and rigorous boycott is now at an end, but the spirit it created in the people still persists.

There are Turks who will not set foot in foreign shops unless they are certain that the same articles can-

not be purchased under the same conditions in the shops of men of their own race, or at least of their own

religion. The feeling of brotherhood has taken firm root in the hearts of the people all over the empire.46

Following the coup, the U.S. Ambassador to Turkey, Henry Morgenthau, chronicled Talaat, Enver, and

Djemal’s implementation of Pan-Turkish policy in the remaining territories of the empire.

In place of a democratic constitutional state they resurrected the idea of Pan-Turkism; in place of
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equal treatment of all Ottomans, they decided to establish a country exclusively for Turks. . . .

Their determination to uproot [Christian schools], or at least to transform them into Turkish insti-

tutions, was merely another detail in the same racial progress. Similarly they attempted to make

all foreign business houses employ only Turkish labor, insisting that they should discharge their

Greek, Armenian, and Jewish clerks, stenographers, workmen, and other employees. They ordered

all foreign houses to keep their books in Turkish; they wanted to furnish employment for Turks,

and enable them to acquire modern business methods. The Ottoman government even refused to

have dealings with the representative of the largest Austrian munition maker unless he admitted a

Turk as a partner. They developed a mania for suppressing all languages except Turkish. For

decades French had been the accepted language of foreigners in Constantinople; most street signs

were printed in both French and Turkish. One morning the astonished foreign residents discovered

that all the French signs had been removed and that the names of streets, the directions on street

cars, and other public notices, appeared only in . . . Turkish characters, which very few of them

understood. Great confusion resulted from this change, but the ruling powers refused to restore the

detested foreign language.47

Connections

� In their book on the Armenian Genocide, Gerard Chaliand and Yves Ternon write that at the begin-

ning of the twentieth century in the Ottoman Empire, “there was a latent feeling of humiliation born

of the weakening of the empire that had once been feared.” Imagine the impact that the loss of a war

to former subjects would have on the

empire. Why do you think Turkish

nationalist ideas found support in

this environment? 

� Psychologist James Gilligan,

author of Violence: Reflections on a

National Epidemic states: “I have

yet to see a serious act of violence

that was not provoked by the

experience of feeling shamed and

humiliated, disrespected and

ridiculed, and that did not repre-

sent the attempt to prevent or

undo this ‘loss of face’—no matter

how severe the punishment, even

if it includes death.” What do his
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Teacher, priest (bearded), and students of the 
National Apostolic Church School. Tulgadin village, Kharpert, 
Historic Armenia, Ottoman Empire, c. 1902. 
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comments suggest about the relationship between self-esteem and violence? How do Gilligan’s com-

ments relate to the observation made by Chaliand and Ternon?

� How did the boycott of Greek and Armenian businesses bring Turks together? In what ways did it

divide the nation? How did it prepare the country for dehumanizing a group of people? What lasting

effects from the boycott does Tekinalp describe? Create a list of possible reasons why an ordinary Turk

might have participated in the boycott? 

� Morgenthau writes that the Young Turks’ determination to “uproot” Christian schools “was merely

another detail” of their desire for “racial progress.” Why have some Turks viewed the elimination of

Christian schools as a sign of “racial progress”? What was meant by “racial progress” at the turn of

the twentieth century? 

To learn more about the history of the idea of race and its impact on public policy see Facing History

and Ourselves’ resource book Facing History and Ourselves: Race and Membership in American History.

An editorial in the Turkish journal Hilal in 1916 reflects the psychological effects of Turkism on a peo-

ple that previously felt shamed and humiliated. 

The Turkish People, while it saw its own individuality develop, became conscious of its rights. It sud-

denly became evident to it that it was the only master in its own house and that nobody should exploit

it or displace it in any field. The foreigners were in its eyes nothing but guests, who were entitled to

its respect, but whose duty it was to become worthy of the hospitality they were enjoying. . . .

Thanks to their schools foreigners were able to exercise great moral influence over the young men of

the country and they were virtually in charge of the spiritual and intellectual guidance of our coun-

try. By closing them the Government has put an end to a situation as humiliating as it was danger-

ous, a situation which, unfortunately, had already lasted too long. Other measures of a political and

economic nature were taken to complete a work which might be called the taking possession of the

country by its own sons, who had too long been deprived of their rights.

Thanks to this awakening, a little late but still in time, and thanks especially to this activity, Turkey

has today become a “Fatherland,” like Sweden, Spain, or Switzerland. Our country is no longer an

estate or fief for anybody; it is the country of a people which has just been recalled to life, and which

aspires, in its independence and liberty, to happiness and glory.48

� How do the editors suggest Pan-Turkish ideology changed the ways in which the Turkish people

thought about their place in the world?

the genocide of the armenians • 67



Reading 4   Neighbor turns against neighbor

Relationships between Turks and non-Muslim minorities deteriorated as Pan-Turkish ideas became law.

Armenians, who had always held an inferior position in the Ottoman Empire, were increasingly labeled

gavours or “infidels.” Veron Dumehjian, an Armenian girl who grew up at the turn of the twentieth cen-

tury in the Ottoman Empire, remembers how she disgraced her family when she cut her hair in bangs

to look like the Turkish mayor’s daughter, Lehman.

“You should be ashamed of yourself,” Auntie said. “Only Turkish girls wear their hair in bangs. You

have brought disgrace upon your family.”

As Veron grew older she recognized that the differences between being Turkish and Armenian had taken

on a new meaning.

I had never thought about time or change. But slowly changes began to occur. Our lives went on as

before, but now our days, which had always seemed to be lit by the sun, were being shadowed by a

dark cloud.

For the first time I began to sense the seriousness of our problems with the Turks. I had always known

that they were not our friends, even though there were some with whom we were friendly, but now it

seemed, in truth, that they were our enemies. We were Christians, and they were [Muslims], but it

was not this alone that separated us: we were also different in language, race and custom. We did live

on the same soil, but I was told that soil could be owned and

that the present owner of this soil, which we had always called

home, was Turkey.

Grandma had hinted in the past that there might be trouble

between the Armenians and the Turks, but now it was being

talked about more openly—not only by her, but by everyone in

our quarter. I was told that the Turks had massacred several

hundred thousand Armenians a few years before, in 1895, and

then again in Adana, in 1909, when I was two years old. And

now there were rumors that there would be more massacres. I

wasn’t sure what all this meant, but I could see that the elders

were worried. This made me worried, too, and I began to talk

about my fears with the older children. No one could under-

stand what was happening, but I could see that they were

uneasy, too. This made me aware for the first time that our

fears were not imagined, not childish, but real and deep rooted.
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I began to hear whisperings—at home and at Grandma’s, especially at night, when my parents

thought we were asleep. But more than their whisperings, it was the way they looked, the way they

talked and moved about, that made me know something was wrong. I began to hear words like

“deportations,” “massacres,” “annihilation.” I didn’t like the sounds of the words, but mostly I didn’t

like the looks on their faces when they said these words.

It was around this time that the Turkish army drafted my uncles Apraham and Hagop. When I asked

Grandma about this, she said something about the World War.49

In August 1914, the inner circle of the

Young Turk leaders signed a secret alliance

with Germany. Even before the war, those

leaders had already put forth proposals to

the German ambassador outlining their

war aims. Historian Christopher Walker

notes that the Ottoman dictators hoped

the war would give them an opportuni-

ty to “establish a link with the Muslim

peoples of Russia.” Creation of the link

would require finding a solution to the

“Armenian Question,” because

Armenians were concentrated on both

sides of the Russian border. When the

Ottoman Empire entered the war at

the end of October 1914, the govern-

ment issued a proclamation declaring

intent to extend its borders and unite

“all branches of our race.”50 Quickly

rumors began to spread about the

safety of Christians within the

Ottoman Empire. 

An article in the January 11, 1915,

New York Times brought the con-
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cerns of the empire’s Christians to the world’s attention. Titled “Turks Advise Christians to Flee,” the

article reported that Mehmet Talaat, now the Minister of the Interior, had told the Greek Patriarch that

there was no room for Christians living in Turkey. The story read:

A man arriving from Constantinople who is in a position to know the facts has given me a mass of

information concerning the present condition of affairs in the Turkish capital. He says the Turkish gov-

ernment has no fear of an international revolution, and that the measures taken against the enemies

of the Young Turk Committee are so drastic that no concerted movement on their part is possible. 

The whole attention and anxiety of the Government is concentrated on the possible forcing of the

Dardanelles [the straits connecting the Aegean and Black Seas] by the allied fleet. It seems also that

this fear is shared by their German mentors, for Baron von Wangenheim, the German ambassador,

has warned the Minister of a Balkan State in Constantinople that in the event of the allied fleet’s forc-

ing the straits, the Turks will vent their wrath by a massacre of the Christian population. In

Constantinople no endeavor is any longer made by the Ministers to hide their feelings toward their

Christian subjects. 

To the Greek Patriarchate [Patriarch], who was sent to Talaat Pasha to remonstrate against the

excesses committed by the organs of his Ministry, he unequivocally replied that there was no room for

Christians in Turkey and that the best the Patriarchate could do for his flock would be to advise them

to clear out of the country and make room for the [Muslim] refugees.51

Connections

� Veron came to understand that, “we” were the Armenians, and the “they” were the Turks. How did

she learn those differences? How did you learn about which differences mattered? The lyrics to one

of the songs from the musical South Pacific suggests: “You’ve got to be taught to hate and fear. You’ve

got to be taught from year to year. It’s got to be drummed into your sweet little ear. You’ve got to be

carefully taught, you’ve got to be carefully taught.” Where does hatred come from? Is it true that you

have to be taught to hate?

� Under what conditions do differences between people and groups become obstacles to empathy?

Under what conditions do those differences lead to violence?

� How did the Ottoman leaders view their “universe of obligation” in October of 1914? How had it

changed since the Young Turk revolution in 1908?

� What did the New York Times article suggest was going to happen? What choices were available to
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people who read the article in January 1915? What choices were available to world leaders? What

options were available to Christians living in the Ottoman Empire? Which options seem most likely

to have made a difference?

� Armenian survivor Abraham Hartunian tells a story to illustrate the increasing fear and mistrust

between Turkish officials and ordinary Armenians: 

[O]ne day, as I was conversing with a Turkish official, he said to me, “My friend, there is no hope.

No longer can the Turk and the Armenian live together. Whenever you find the opportunity, you will

annihilate us; and whenever we find the opportunity, we will annihilate you. Now the opportunity is

ours and we will do everything to harm you. The wise course for you will be, when the time comes,

to leave this country and never to return.”52

� Even though the Armenians had no army of their own, the Turkish official expressed fear that the

Armenians would try to annihilate the Turks at any opportunity. How does prejudice distort the way

people see the world? What is the danger when people no longer believe that a conflict can be

resolved peacefully? 
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Reading 5   planning mass murder

As the situation for Armenians in the Ottoman Empire deteriorated, Talaat and other Turkish leaders

warned the Armenians not to turn to the European powers for help. In February 1914, however, after

intense negotiation European leaders and the Young Turk government agreed that two foreign inspector

generals would be allowed to monitor the treatment of Armenians in the empire. 

Despite the Armenians’ growing frustration with the Young Turk government, thousands of Armenian

soldiers entered the armed forces to fight to defend their country after the outbreak of World War I.

Russian efforts to expand into Ottoman Armenian provinces had little success. Ottoman Armenians

pledged loyalty to the empire.

In December 1914 or January 1915, a small group of Young Turk leaders met secretly to discuss the fate

of the Armenians and other minorities living within their dwindling empire. Their attitudes have been

recorded in several documents that now reside in national archives and research libraries around the

world. Plans were circulated to very few people to prevent leaks. Most of those documents were imme-

diately destroyed. With the documents that remain, the information on one document often has to be

understood in relation to another and then a case has to be pieced together in relationship with the phys-

ical evidence and the stories of survivors, perpetrators, and bystanders. 

Many historians of the Armenian Genocide have been struck by a document that appears to outline the

original plans for the mass murder of the Armenians. The document was acquired early in 1919 with

several other incriminating documents by British officials. A cover note from one of the officials explains

the context in which the document was found:

Just before Christmas, I was approached confidentially by someone who stated that there was still in

the Direction of Public Security, Constantinople, an official who has been in the Minister of the

Interior’s Department during the whole of the war, and who had charge of the archives relating to the

secret measures and orders issued by the Minister of the Interior as a result of the decisions taken by

the Committee of Union and Progress. He said that just before the Armistice, officials had been going

to the archives department at night and making a clean sweep of most of the documents, but that the

original draft of the orders relating to the Armenian massacres had been saved and could probably

be procured by us through him on payment of Ltq. £10,000 paper money. He pledged me to secrecy

if I went any further in the matter.

In the course of the next few weeks, I followed the matter up. The man who stole or rescued this draft

copy is today an official in the Direction of Public Security. I persuaded him without any great diffi-

culty that it would be in his own interests to let us have the documents without payment, and that if

in the future he gets into trouble, we would protect him.
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There are four documents in this dossier. The first is what is called the “Ten Commandments” and is

by far the most interesting. It is unsigned and is the rough draft, but the handwriting is said to be that

of Essad Bey, who was at the time one of the confidential secretaries keeping secret archives in the

Ministry of the Interior. . . . My informant states that at the meeting when this draft was drawn up,

there were present Talaat Pasha, Dr. Beheddin, Shakir, Dr. Nazim, Ismail Jambolet (the Young Turk

central committee) and Colonel Sefi, sub-Director of the Political Section at the Ministry of War; its

date is given as December or January 1914 or 1915.

My informant declares that messengers were sent to the different [governors] in the provinces with

instructions to read these orders to them and then return the originals which were to be destroyed.

Analysis of the documents the “Ten Commandments” numbers 3 and 4 shows that in order to econ-

omize their forces, the Turks distinguished between places where they could rely on the population to

go ahead with the massacres almost unaided, and other localities where they felt it required the pres-

ence of the military in case the population did not show sufficient zeal.

T HE 10 COMMANDMENT S OF 
T HE COMIT É UNION AND PROGRES.

(1). Profiting by Arts: 3 and 4 of [the Committee of Union and Progress], close all Armenian Societies,

and arrest all who worked against Government at any time among them and send them into the provinces

such as Baghdad or Mosul, and wipe them out either on the road or there.

(2). Collect arms.

(3). Excite [Muslim] opinion by

suitable and special means…

(4). Leave all executive to the

people in the provinces such as

Erzeroum, Van, Mumuret ul Aziz,

and Bitlis, and use Military disci-

plinary forces (i.e. Gendarmerie)

ostensibly to stop massacres,

while on the contrary in places as

Adana, Sivas, Broussa, Ismidt and

Smyrna actively help the

[Muslims] with military force.

(5). Apply measures to extermi-

nate all males under 50, priests
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and teachers, leave girls and children to be Islamized.

(6). Carry away the families of all who succeed in escaping and apply measures to cut them off from

all connection with their native place.

(7). On the ground that Armenian officials may be spies, expel and drive them out absolutely from

every Government department or post.

(8). Kill off in an appropriate manner all Armenians in the Army—this to be left to the military to do.

(9). All action to begin everywhere simultaneously, and thus leave no time for preparation of 

defensive measures.

(10). Pay attention to the strictly confidential nature of these instructions, which may not go beyond

two or three persons.

N.b. Above is verbatim translation—date December 1914 or January 1915.53

Connections

� Historian Helen Fein describes four “preconditions, intervening factors, and causes that lead toward

genocide.” She suggests that these follow one another in order.

1. The victims have previously been defined outside the universe of obligation of the dominant group.

2. The rank of the state has been reduced by defeat in war or internal strife. (This is a predisposing condition

toward a political or cultural crisis of national identity in which the third step becomes more likely to occur.)

3. An elite that adopts a new political formula to justify the nation’s position and idealizes the rights

of the dominant group.

4. The calculus of exterminating the victim group—a group excluded from the moral universe of obli-

gation—changes as the perpetrators become part of a coalition at war against antagonists who have

previously protested the persecution of the victim. Under these conditions the crime planned becomes

less visible, and they no longer fear pressure from the antagonists.54

� How many of these conditions were met by the winter of 1914–1915? Like Helen Fein, Israel Charny,

editor of the Encyclopedia of Genocide, has worked to understand conditions that increase the likeli-
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hood of genocide. Among them, he notes that perpetrators often feel that “retaliation for genocidal

acts” by neutral nations is unlikely. What actions can be taken by neutral nations to prevent genocide

before it actually begins? How would you respond to the concern of critics of international interven-

tion who argue that proof of the perpetrators’ intent is needed before any preemptive measures are

taken? How does the work of Fein and Charny attempt to answer those critics?

� Point 3 of the “10 Commandments” document describes the need to “excite” public opinion against

the Armenians. How can leaders “excite” opinion and turn one group of people against another?

� Point 5 of the document describes the goals to “exterminate all males under 50, priests and teachers,

leave girls and children to be Islamized.” Why would they treat men and women differently? What

would be the fate of those who were “Islamized” or converted?

� It is likely that the meeting described by the British official took place secretly during one of the meet-

ings of the inner circle of the Committee of Union and Progress’s party meetings. Scholar Vahakn

Dadrian describes these meetings:

The picture that emerges from these party congresses is the dual track performance of Ittihad [Committee

of Union and Progress]. On one hand there is the formulation of a platform outlining a party program

that is intended strictly for public consumption. On the other hand, there is the clandestine mapping of

a sketchy plan that is ominous and undoubtedly sinister in nature, and is, therefore kept secret from the

public, even from the regular organs of the party leadership and naturally from rank and file.

Why would the leaders require such secrecy? What do you think they feared if their plans were made

public?

� This document included in translation in this reading is a primary source. What techniques have you

used for analyzing primary sources? What do you learn by analyzing this document? What questions

does it raise?

� Deniers of the Armenian Genocide have often worked to discredit much of the primary source evi-

dence of the genocide—telegrams sent by the perpetrators, copies of orders, as well as this docu-

ment—by claiming they are forged or mistranslated or incomplete. Although the veracity of the doc-

uments have been authenticated by countless historians, deniers continue their efforts. Why would

deniers focus on documents such as this one? What does the document tell us about the genocide?
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Reading 6   dictating religion

In the early days of World War I, the Young Turk leaders stepped up efforts to define the enemy.

Recognizing the power of religious authority, Enver Pasha, the minister of war, declared that the Young

Turks hoped to “make [Qur’an] serve Turan [the name for the mythical pan-Turkish homeland].”55 In

The Armenian Genocide: News Accounts from the American Press: 1915-1922, Jack Zakarian explains how

the Young Turk leaders manipulated religious authority to suit their needs.

The Ottoman Empire was the center of the Islamic world, and the Sheikh-ul-Islam was the chief reli-

gious authority for all Muslims. The Sheikh was usually appointed by the Sultan, but the CUP [the

Committee of Union and Progress] chose their own candidate, Mustafa Hayri Bey, who was not from

the religious elite and who had served in other political offices, unlike previous Sheikhs. The Sheikh

was compelled by the CUP dictators and the German government to issue a “Jihad”, or a declaration

of Holy War, on November 23, 1914. Ignoring the fact that Germany and Austria were Christian

allies of Turkey, the Jihad appealed to all Muslims to fight a holy war against “the unbelievers”. . . .

The Jihad never had the influence over the masses that the CUP dictators hoped for; nonetheless, the

Jihad created an atmosphere of distrust and incited wrath toward Christian minorities in the Ottoman

lands, and it later facilitated the government’s program of Genocide against the Armenians.56
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Vahakn Dadrian studies the role of religion in the treatment of Christian minorities in the Ottoman

Empire. After reviewing documents and testimony, Dadrian concludes, “organizing agitation against the

Armenians in wartime Turkey, especially in the mosques during Friday prayers, was an integral part of

the scheme of genocide.” He explains:

This was a continuation of the legacy of massacres which were perpetrated during the reign of Sultan

Abdul Hamid. Nearly every episode of massacre in the provinces then was launched from mosques on

Fridays, following inflammatory harangues by appointed agitators inciting the faithful. Such agita-

tion gained a powerful impetus with the declaration of holy war in 1914. Non-Muslim subjects of the

empire, especially Christians, were utterly vulnerable. In the case of the Armenians, this vulnerabil-

ity was carefully exploited by the Ittihadist leaders who proceeded to cultivate and disseminate

rumors about Armenian sedition, acts of sabotage, espionage, and rebelliousness.57

Fa’iz El-Ghusein, a Muslim Bedouin from Damascus who witnessed the mistreatment of the Armenians

in the name of Islam, expressed horror about how his faith was being used to justify the brutality:

Is it right that these imposters, who pretend to be the supports of Islam and the Khilafat[community

of the Muslim faithful], the protectors of the [Muslims], should transgress the command of God,

transgress the [Qur’an], the Traditions of the Prophet, and humanity! Truly, they have committed an

act at which Islam is revolted, as well as all [Muslims] and all the peoples of the earth, be they

[Muslims], Christians, Jews, or idolaters.58

In September 1915, after a summer of systematic deportation and mass murder, the Sheikh-ul-Islam,

resigned his position in the cabinet in protest of the “extermination of the Christian element.”59

Connections

� What are the dangers when religion becomes an instrument of the state? 

� What authority is given to a cause when it is given religious blessing?

� Under what conditions does hateful language lead to mass violence? How does the fear and uncer-

tainty of wartime influence the way people think about the “other”? 

� In the United States there is a constitutional separation of religion and state. Why do you think the

framers of the U.S. Constitution found that separation important for the strength of democracy? Are

there ways that religion can strengthen democracy while still respecting pluralism and religious 

differences?
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� Many people are confused by the word jihad. Although the term has been used to describe holy war,

the Arabic word jihad translates into English as “struggle.” Most Islamic religious scholarship suggests

that only under certain circumstances can the term be applied to military conflicts, similar to the idea

of “just war,” which is shared by many religious traditions.60 Why does the difference matter?
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