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Diyarbekir (1915-1916): Young Turk Mass Killings
at the Provincial Level

During the First World War, the Young Turkish dictatorship
deported and destroyed the Armenian population of the
Ottoman Empire. Estimates of the numbers of victims range
from 800,000 to over 1,000,000. This case study explores the
genocide as it developed in the southeastern Ottoman province
Diyarbekir. It will provide an overview of the context, including the
perpetrators, victims, and witnesses involved in the process, and
focus on aspects of memory.

A. Context

The genocide of Ottoman Armenians developed out of the
dynamic interplay of three alternate forces and processes: the
profound political crisis affecting the Ottoman Empire, the Young
Turk Revolution and the First World War.

On October 17, 1912, Serbia, Montenegro, Greece and
Bulgaria declared war on the Ottoman Empire out of discontent
with its rule and in the hope of possible territorial expansion. The
Ottoman Army decisively lost the war and within months the
Empire was heavily truncated for good. The defeat in the Balkan
Wars (1912-13) plunged the Ottoman Empire into an existential
political crisis. The total and permanent loss of the Balkan
peninsula was a watershed that affected the very ontology of
the Empire, and it is no exaggeration to say that the effect of
the losses on Ottoman society was nothing short of apocalyptic.
The loss of major Ottoman cities, enormous amounts of
property, countless human lives, and honor was unbearable for
a proud Ottoman elite who were dismayed at the helplessness
of the Imperial Army. The shock of the war would have a severe
and lasting impact on Ottoman society, culture and identity.
From 1913 on, the hitherto universal Ottoman identity was no
longer seen as feasible by hardliners in the political arena. The
wars had not only accelerated the long-term shift of the empire’s
demographic composition in favor of Muslims, their loss also
bolstered the myth of the Christian “stab in the back”, part of a
general discourse of non-Muslim treason and disloyalty. The
deep suspicion cast on Christian loyalty to the Ottoman Empire
would remain pertinent for years to come (Ginio, 2005).

A second event that contributed to the radicalization and
brutalization of Turkish politics was the Young Turk Revolution of
January 23, 1913. The Young Turk regime was never elected
into power, but seized it through a violent coup d’état. It
proceeded to install a single-party dictatorship by silencing or
destroying all opposition and filling the ranks of the Ottoman
state bureaucracy with loyal Young Turks. Moreover, the
revolutionary regime had been born in the midst of a total war, a
conjuncture that substantially reduced traditional constraints on
state power and greatly heightened the potential and willingness
of Young Turk leaders to deploy massive coercion in their bid to
transform a multi-ethnic Ottoman society into a homogeneous
Turkish Nation-State. The revolution in turn engendered
profound fears of counter-revolution based on internal instability
and external threats, a combination of factors which gave birth
to a permanent state of emergency. Throughout their rule, the
Young Turks attempted to ward off this permanent political crisis
by using coercion and violence against parts of their own
population. Furthermore, violence became a normal tool of
statecraft for the regime since it never enjoyed widespread
support among the population (Zircher, 2000).

Ugur Umit Ungér

The Young Turk Party, the Committee of Union and
Progress (CUP), came to power in 1913, and a generation of
Young Turk officers and politicians continued to rule Turkey
arguably up to 1950. The regime that ruled from 1913 to 1918
has often been called a “triumvirate”, consisting of the Young
Turk nationalists Mehmed Talaat (1874-1921), Ismail Enver
(1881-1922), and Ahmed Cemal (1872-1922). There is some
truth to this claim, Talaat became Minister of the Interior and
later Grand Vizier, Enver was promoted to Minister of War, and
Cemal became Minister of the Navy and later Viceroy of Syria.
However, a more accurate and sophisticated account of the
regime would be that the Young Turk Party consisted of an inner
circle of about 50 men. This core was comprised of certain
factions, dominated mostly by Talaat and Enver, and to a lesser
extent by Cemal. Local party bosses called “Responsible
Secretaries” or “Inspectors”, as well as Young Turk Provincial
Governors wielded considerable, relatively autonomous, power.
The doctors Bahaeddin Shakir (1874-1922) and Mehmed Nazim
(1872-1926) were also influential and exercised power from
behind the scenes. The party ideologue, the sociologist Mehmed
Ziya GoOkalp (1876-1924), was an intimate member of the inner
circle and his nationalist ideas were highly influential in the shaping
of CUP population politics. But the Young Turk dictatorship was
not a perfectly harmonious Moloch. There was considerable
rivalry and intrigue within the dictatorship, most notably between
Enver and the army versus Talaat and the Interior Ministry.
Bureaucrats at all levels competed to satisfy their superiors’
desires and invented solutions to lingering problems and
questions. In addition to rivalry, ideology too was contested at
times (Hanioglu, 2006).

Finally, and most importantly, the outbreak of the First
World War was an unexpected but fatal development for the
Ottoman Christian minorities. World War I was not an incidental
event for the Ottoman Empire. Powerful cadres in the Young
Turk Party’s radical nationalist wing consciously sought a
belligerent route. Participation in the war was seen as a radical
solution to many of the Empire’s problems (Akgam, 2001: 260-
5). The regime forged an alliance with Germany and pulled the
ill-prepared country into a devastating war. From the first day of
the war, Young Turk dictatorial rule became more repressive
towards domestic oppositional groups. Discordant behavior was
dealt with systematically and ruthlessly. The war also released
constraints on population policies, giving the regime a window of
opportunity to launch large-scale programs of ethnic
homogenization: the deportation of Armenians and Kurds
(among others) coupled with the settlement of Turks served this
purpose. As the war became more brutal on the eastern front
and in the trenches of Gallipoli, the persecution was radicalized.
Defeats triggered new waves of persecutions, especially in the
eastern provinces. The blanket deportation orders of April 24,
1915 and May 23, 1915 signified a sharp intensification of the
anti-Armenian measures, escalating in the summer of 1915 into
genocidal destruction. The local effects of these national policies
have been left largely unexplored, save for a few exceptions
(Suakjian, 1981; Kaiser, 2001; Oktem, 2004).

B. Decision-Makers, Organizers and Actors

Diyarbekir was a relatively large Ottoman province (about
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42,100 km2) locked in between the Euphrates in the west, the
Tigris in the east, the Armenian highland in the north and the
Mesopotamian desert in the south. The province boasted a
formidable diversity of ethnic and religious groups, small and
large, scattered and concentrated, urban and rural. Religious
affiliation was a decisive feature of one’s identity within Ottoman
society. For the bulk of the population it seems reasonable to
contend that approximately one third was made up of Christians
(mainly 120,000 Armenians and 60,000 Syriacs) and two-thirds
Muslims (mainly 200,000 Kurds and 60,000 Turks) (Kevorkian
Paboudjian, 1992: 59).

Deeply embedded within the social structure of Diyarbekir
were overlapping and competing networks of rich, influential
families of Muslim notables who had historically played the role of
local power magnates in the city. These included, for example,
the Cizrelizade and Ekinci families, who lived near the square.
The very powerful Piringgizade dynasty lived near the Great
Mosque, the Ocak family near the Melik Ahmed Mosque,
whereas the chieftain of the Cizrelizade, Mustafa Bey, lived in a
large mansion next to the Iskender Pasha Mosque. His
neighbours were the powerful Yasinzade Sevki Bey of the Ekinci
family on one side, and the Iskender Pasha family on the other.
Several important Kurdish dynasties such as the Cemilpasazade,
Hevedan, Zazazade, as well as major chieftains from Hazro,
Kulp and Lice had houses in the Ali Pasha neighborhood, and
often commuted between their region of origin and the city. The
Cemilpasazade were particularly important pioneers of Kurdish
nationalism. Competition within this class of urban landed
notables coupled with relatively weak central State authority
produced local conditions of corruption and volatile security.

In the spring of 1915, the anti-Armenian persecutions
slowly but steadily intensified, Armenian newspapers were shut
down, Armenian civil servants fired, Armenian elites intimidated
and Armenian soldiers grouped into labor battalions. For this
policy to be effective in the imperial peripheries, the Young Turk
elite had to tighten its grip on the provinces. Therefore, on
March 25, 1915, the governor of Diyarbekir was replaced by Dr.
Mehmed Reshid (1873-1919), a radical anti-Christian nationalist
(Kieser, 2002: 245-7). As soon as Reshid assumed his post, he
drafted a militia from local elites headed by Young Turk loyalist
Aziz Feyzi (1879-1933) from the Piringgizade family of notables.
They embarked on a relentless campaign to find and punish
“traitors” and “deserters”, a campaign sanctioned by Talaat. In
practice, this came down to a categorical persecution of
Diyarbekir Armenians. By mid-April, Reshid had incarcerated
hundreds of Armenian notables, by mid-May this number had
grown to about 1,500 and had come to encompass nearly the
entire Armenian political, economic, religious, and cultural elite of
Diyarbekir city.

On May 23, 1915, Talaat issued orders for the integral
deportation of all Armenians to the Syrian desert. Dr. Reshid
interpreted this order as a carte blanche and administered the
coup de grace to the elite two days later. On Sunday May 25,
1915, Reshid had 807 notables including the Armenian bishop
handcuffed and led through the city gates. On the shores of the
Tigris, the men were loaded onto large rafts under the pretext
that they would be deported to Mosul. Militiamen accompanied
the notables on the rafts as they sailed for one hour
downstream to the home of the notorious Reman tribe. At this
gorge, all rafts were moored to the left bank of the river and the
Armenians were ordered to compose reassuring letters to their
families, in which they were compelled to write that they were
safely underway to Mosul. The men were then stripped of their
clothes and valuables, massacred and dumped in the river by
Reshid’s men. On May 30, the mass killing was repeated with the
remaining 674 Armenian notables (Lepsius, 1919: 75-6).

After the elimination of the Armenian elite of Diyarbekir,

Reshid quickly expanded the violence to genocidal proportions.
Having massacred the bulk of the male elite, the rest of the
Diyarbekir Armenians were now targeted categorically. On June
1, 1915, he had his militia evacuate the Armenian men and
women of the Armenian neighborhood Xangepek and escort
them to the Diyarbekir plain through the city gates. The people
were gathered and a proclamation was read out loud, offering
the Armenians their lives in exchange for conversion to Islam.
Although the decision was not unanimous, most of the victims
refused, whereupon they were stripped of their clothes and
belongings. The militia and local Kurdish villagers then massacred
them with rifles, axes, swords, and daggers. Many women were
raped, some were sold as slaves to the highest bidders. The
corpses were either thrown in wells or trenches, or left on the
plain to rot. By the autumn of 1915, the Armenian population of
Diyarbekir city had effectively been destroyed (Noel, 1919: 11).

The countryside of Diyarbekir was dotted with hundreds of
Armenian villages, ranging from tiny hamlets to the equivalent of
small towns. The southeastern Tur Abdin district consisted of
dozens of Syriac villages that were generally larger and more
densely populated. After the elimination of the urban Armenians,
Reshid quickly, ruthlessly, and purposefully extended the violence
to genocidal proportions, targeting the rest of the Diyarbekir
Armenians categorically. His militias, headed by Aziz Feyzi,
oversaw the genocide by applying regular systematic procedures
to the countryside. Typically, a village would be surrounded by
the militia and Kurdish tribesmen, either some hours after dark
or at daybreak. The village would be invaded and rid of its
residual male population within a day, generally by massacre
outside the village. After the militia had finished the men, they
would return to the village, where the terrified women and
children would be assembled together in houses. The women
were often raped before being deported or left to die of hunger
and in misery. The deportation process effectively wiped out the
Armenian presence in the countryside of Diyarbekir (Ungdr,
2006).

C. Victims

The victims were all Ottoman Christians selected for their
ethnic and religious identity, which signifies the categorical nature
of the persecution. Although men were systematically murdered
and women and children deported, locally even the latter might
still be killed. An important question to ask regarding the scope of
victims is: to what extent was the genocide purely “Armenian”?

In the summer of 1915, Talaat proclaimed several national
decrees defining the categories of those to be persecuted and
deported. At first he excluded the Armenian converts to Islam
from deportation to the south. Most converts were not
persecuted anymore and, provided they kept silent, were allowed
to continue living in their homes. Two weeks later Talaat
reincorporated the converts into the deportation program. His
order stipulated that “some Armenians are converting collectively
or individually just to remain in their home towns,” and that “this
type of conversion should never be lent credence to.” Talaat
contended that “whenever these type of people perceive threats
to their interests they will convert as a means of deception”
(Ungér, 2008c). On August 4, 1915 Talaat excluded the
Armenian Catholics from deportation to Der ez-Zor, and on
August 15, the Protestant Armenians were excluded from
deportation too. Besides these official directions, the general
methodology of the genocide consisted in killing the men and
deporting those women and children who were not absorbed into
Muslim households. This means that, in general, Armenian
women were not to be subjected to the immediate on-the-spot
killing that the men were. Finally, a specific order excluding the
Jacobite Syriacs from deportation was issued for those provinces
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with Syriac communities.

The notion that the Young Turk genocide targeted only the
Armenians contradicts the broad diversity of non-Armenian
Christian victims. The precise nature of Reshid’s local
implementation of Talaat’s national instructions revolves around
his disregard for those instructions, which limited the categories
of victims to Armenians. The evidence supports the argument
that Reshid amplified the anti-Armenian persecution into an anti-
Christian persecution. The southeastern parts of Diyarbekir
province, including Mardin city, where large concentrations of
non-Armenian Christians (Syriacs) lived, became the theater of
this expanded destruction process (Gaunt, 2006: 181-272).

The treatment of the Christians of Mardin, the majority of
whom were Syriacs, mirrored that of Diyarbekir's Armenian
notables. On June 10, 1915, a first convoy, just over 400
Christians of all denominations, left Mardin to be marched off to
Diyarbekir. Three hours later, the convoy was halted at a village
where the death sentence was read out loud. Here too,
conversion to Islam would avert death. Those who refused
conversion were given one hour to prepare for their deaths. The
great majority of the convoy refused, whereupon the militia took
batches of 100 men, lead them away to nearby caves and had
them all murdered and burnt. Firing squads massacred the rest
of the convoy. When the work was finished, the perpetrators
rode to Diyarbekir and reported their accomplishment to
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Governor Reshid. This method was repeated on June 14, when
the rest of the notables were murdered in similar ways.

After the elimination of the notables, the remaining
Christians were sent to their deaths. These were mainly women,
children, and the elderly, although many men were still alive as
well. On July 2, a convoy of 600 men was taken away and they
were slaughtered just outside the city walls. Their families were
targeted next. From late June to late October, several convoys
comprising hundreds of women and children were lead away and
destroyed. For example, on 10 August, a convoy of 600 women
and children was taken through the Mardin plain further south.
Some had already died of exhaustion and sunstroke when the
convoy was halted in a nearby district. After Kurdish tribesmen
had finished selecting women and children they fancied, the
remaining victims were massacred with axes and swords. A small
batch of survivors was able to flee and hide in the desert caves.
Within a month or two, the Christian population of Mardin city had
been effectively eliminated (Ternon, 2002).

These processes of national directives versus local
implementations illustrate how the scope of victims could be
adjusted by local officials. When the persecution gained
genocidal momentum, between May 20 and 30, 1915, it is likely
that Talaat wired Reshid some euphemistic order to “act
ruthlessly” but he certainly did not grant Reshid carte blanche to
eliminate all Christians. Reshid interpreted the order as a license
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to kill all Armenians and Syriacs living under his jurisdiction. It
becomes clear that in the massive process of destruction (1915-
16) not all the perpetrators were Turks and not all the victims
were Armenians. Certain Kurdish chieftains became involved in
the mass violence, whereas Syriac Christians were subjected to
mass murder as well.

D. Witnesses

The Armenian Genocide was witnessed by large numbers
of perpetrators, victims, and bystanders, Armenian deportees,
German consuls, Syriac priests, American missionaries, Kurdish
chieftains and others. A selection of quotes gives a good
overview of how these men and women witnessed the genocidal
process. One of the first eye witnesses of the mass killings was
the American missionary Floyd Smith, who reported the arrival of
survivors of massacres as follows (Barton, 1998: 92):

May 21, 1915, there came to our compound in Diyarbekir
from the village of Karabash, three hours to the east, three or
four wounded and the following day (May 22) over a score of
wounded Armenian and Syrian women and children. They, the
villagers, told of a night attack by the Kurds three days previous
and that the next morning the government had sent gendarmes
who refused to allow anyone to come to Diyarbekir. Some
managed to get away and finally all who could walk or be carried
came on the dates mentioned. The wounds were practically all
infected and I have classified them as follows: [...] Wounds
made by heavy cutting instruments, probably axes. [...] Two
children about seven and nine years and one woman; attempted
decapitations. Deep incised wounds of the nape of the neck (just
below the skull), 5-8 inches long and of a depth equal to the
thickness of the muscles of this region.

Dozens of German officials witnessed the carnage in
Diyarbekir. The murder of Armenian notables was reported by
Walter Holstein, the German Vice-Consul of Mosul. Holstein had
found out that the Armenian men who had been lead away on
rafts had been “entirely slaughtered” (“s@mtlich
abgeschlachtet”). The consul had personally witnessed their
corpses floating downstream: “For several days, corpses and
human limbs have been floating down the river here”. As reports
of massacres continued to pour in, Holstein wrote bitter
telegrams to his colleagues in Istanbul (Gust, 2005: 198):

The governor of Diyarbekir, Reshid Bey, is raging among
the Christians of his province like an insane bloodhound; recently,
in Mardin too he had seven hundred Christians (mostly
Armenians) including the Armenian bishop gathered during a
night by gendarmerie specially dispatched from Diyarbekir, and
had them slaughtered like muttons (wie Hammel abschlachten
lassen) nearby the city. Reshid Bey is continuing his bloody work
among the innocents, the number of which, the district governor
assured me, now surpasses two thousand. If the government
does not immediately take quite vigorous measures against
Reshid Bey, the common Muslim population of this local province
will launch similar massacres against Christians. The situation
from this point of view is becoming more threatening every day.
Reshid Bey should immediately be recalled which would
document that the government does not condone his infamous
acts so that a general uproar here can be allayed.

Survivors witnessed the genocide from a different
perspective. Aghavni Kassabian, daughter of a noted Armenian
merchant, was deported with her family:

Turkish gendarmes came to our house in the morning and
told us that we were going to be put on a deportation march. We
were given little time to gather a few things that we could pack
on a donkey. We gathered silverware, some clothes, two rugs, a
Bible, soap, some family photographs. We packed as much food
and water as we could, but we expected to be able to buy food

when we needed more. We hid some jewels on our bodies, and
each had an allotment of money. [...] By noon we joined a long
line of Armenians and were marched down the streets to the
Citadel Gardens, where we met up with thousands of Armenians.
Some had donkeys, some had ox-drawn carts, and most were
on foot carrying packs and small children and infants. The
gendarmes began cracking the whip and we began to move in a
big mass toward the New Gate from where I could see a long
snakish line of Armenians moving around the city walls going
south. We were marched out past the Citadel and around the
black city walls wavering in the heat. By the end of the day, we
were sleeping on the ground somewhere on the flat, hard
plateau. The tributaries of the Tigris cut ravines into the
limestone ridges, and in their flanks were occasional huts built out
of the rock, where Kurds lived. There was nothing but dry
ground and sky and limestone ridges. Nothing.

On the fifth day of the deportation, Aghavni’s mother had
gone delirious and died of exhaustion. On the sixth day, all of
their possessions were gone, either depleted or stolen by
gendarmes. One night, she was raped by a gendarme. Hunger,
thirst, murder, and exhaustion had dramatically reduced the
number of deportees by the time her convoy had reached the
desert. Aghavni herself survived and escaped to the United
States (Balakian, 1997: 218).

In a personal discussion with a fellow Young Turk some
time before the end of the war, Dr. Mehmed Reshid gave his
opinion about the events. When he was asked how he, as a
doctor, had the heart to cause the deaths of so many people,
Reshid answered (Gilingor, 1953: 2444-5):

Being a doctor could not cause me to forget my
nationality! Reshid is a doctor. But he was born as a Turk. [...]
Either the Armenians were to eliminate the Turks, or the Turks
were to eliminate the Armenians. I did not hesitate a moment
when I was confronted with this dilemma. My Turkishness
prevailed over my profession. I figured, instead of them wiping
us out, we'll wipe them out. [...] On the question how I, as a
doctor, could have murdered, I can answer as follows: the
Armenians had become hazardous microbes in the body of this
country. Well, isn't it a doctor’s duty to kill microbes?

On the question whether he feared “historical
responsibility”, Reshid answered, “Let other nations write about
me whatever history they want, I couldn’t care less” (Bleda,
1979: 59).

E. Memories

The Young Turk regime dealt with this legacy of genocide
through a mix of silence and denial. After 1915, Armenians and
Syriacs were either deeply traumatized survivors living in
wretched refugee camps or terrified individuals keeping a low
profile in ruined villages. The Young Turk regime was resurrected
after 1923 and continued their policies of effacing physical traces
of Armenian existence: churches were defaced and buildings rid
of their Armenian engravings. Although the Armenians were
gone, in a sense they were still deemed too visible. In Diyarbekir
city, a landmark event that marked the decay of Armenian
existence was the collapse of the church, Surp Giragos. In the
1960s the roof collapsed into the deserted building and in
subsequent decades the structure was stripped of its assets and
neglected until it was utterly dilapidated. Another important stage
was the razing of the local Armenian cemeteries. One of the men
who was mainly responsible for the destruction of the
Armenians, Aziz Feyzi, assisted the erasure of one of the city’s
last vanishing Armenian landmarks two decades after the
genocide. Armenian cemeteries were either willfully neglected,
simply flattened, or used as paving stones for floors or roads.
Destruction of the community was immediately followed by the
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destruction of their memory.

Some survivors kept their memories alive, writing and
publishing memoirs. Scholarly research on their memory did not
take off until later generations. The killing and displacement
brought by Young Turk rule created an archipelago of nuggets
of memory spread across the world. But well before survivors
could formulate narratives about what had happened, a master
narrative was being constructed by the perpetrators. The Young
Turk dictatorship suppressed all information on the 1915
genocide. The 1931 Press Law served as a catch-all for any
texts the regime considered as dissent. When the regime caught
wind of the memoirs of Karabet Tapikyan, subtitled What we saw
during the deportation from Sivas to Aleppo (1924), the book
was prohibited from entering Turkey for “containing very harmful
writings”. Marie Sarrafian Banker, a graduate of the Izmir
American College, had published her memoirs in 1936: My
Beloved Armenia: a thrilling testimony. Her book too was
prohibited from entering the country; all existing copies were
ordered confiscated and destroyed for containing “harmful
texts”. When Armen Anoosh, an Armenian survivor living in
Aleppo, published his memoirs entitled, The History of a Ruined
City: Urfa, the volume was denied entry and existing copies that
had found their way into the country were ordered confiscated
(Ungdr, 2008b).

The destruction of memory went hand in hand with the
construction of memory. The Young Turk dictatorship laid the
foundations of a hegemonic canon of official history that has
lasted and persisted up to today. This mythistory comprises an
enormous number of books and articles and still constitutes the
backbone of the Turkish national narrative. The History of
Diyarbekir is a book published by a Young Turk propagandist,
Bedri Glinkut, in 1937. The author’s historical portrayal of the
Young Turk era of violence is most striking. In a region in which
more than 100,000 Armenians were killed, this author pioneered
the denial of the genocide: “In the Great War, this region was
saved from Russian invasions and Armenian massacres and
arson” (Gunkut, 1937: 144-5). The narrative then took a turn
towards disinformation as Giinkut argued that Armenians had
“committed bloodcurdling atrocious acts in Lice and Silvan”,
where they had purportedly “monstrously dismembered young

Turkish patriots” (Glinkut, 1937: 144-5). In this remarkable
reversal of the historical account, all violence in Diyarbekir had
been committed by Armenians against Turks. Misrepresentation
could only be called so if there is a body of knowledge to
counteract it. Whatever counter-narratives were being produced
in Syria in Armenian, Kurdish, or Arabic, the regime did not allow
them to compete for consumption by the population of
Diyarbekir. Especially when it came to the violence, the
dictatorship established a hegemony of memory over politics and
debates about the past. (Ungér, 2008b)

All in all, the traces of past violence were repressed and
ousted from public memory. The massive disruption of the first
decades of the twentieth century was disposed of through
silence, amnesia, and repression, instead of reflection,
discussion, processing, and memorialization. The striking aspect
of this process was that the violence that was repressed was not
only that in which Young Turks had been perpetrators, but also
that in which they had been victims. A whole century of Muslim
victimization in the Caucasus and in the Balkans, in particular
during the twin Balkan Wars, was dismissed and forgotten in
favor of ‘looking towards the future’ and amicable inter-state
relations with neighboring countries. Ottoman minorities who
were targeted in this victimization, such as Armenians, Kurds,
Syriacs, and Arabs, did not have a chance of healing their
wounds or memorializing their losses. The new memory of the
Nation did not permit cracks, nuances, shades, subtleties, or any
difference for that matter.

The most powerful symbol of the multifaceted silences
imposed on the mass violence of the Young Turk era must be
the strongly fortified citadel in the northeastern corner of
Diyarbekir city. Many urbanites and neighbouring peasants
revere this ancient redoubt as one of the most important
historical monuments of their country. The stronghold — what
remains of it — stands on a small elevation overlooking a
meander in the Tigris river. It is impressive if only because of its
position: both the Ottoman Empire and the Turkish Republic built
their state apparatus in the compound to instill a long-lasting
deference. Anyone who comes here, enticed by one or another
historical narrative, is at least vaguely familiar with Diyarbekir's
record of violence and assumes history to be dormant within
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these dark, crumbling walls. The compound sheltered the
governorship, the provincial court, and most notably the
infamous Diyarbekir prison. The latter building might be
considered as the single landmark of mass violence in Diyarbekir:
in it, Diyarbekir's Armenian elites were tortured and murdered in
1915, before being led off to certain death in May 1915. Up to
the year 2000, it housed the security forces of the Turkish war
machine including gendarmerie intelligence operatives and special
counter-guerrilla militias. This account of Diyarbekir's central pri-
son reflects the city’s century of silent violence. In the summer
of 2007, the area had been cleared of security forces and was
being converted by the Ministry of Culture and Tourism into an
open-air Atatlirk Museum.

F. General and Legal Interpretations of the Facts

On November 5, 1918, Dr. Reshid was arrested in Istanbul
and placed in a maximum-security prison, along with other Young
Turks suspected of having participated in the persecution of the
Armenians. The charges brought against Reshid by the special
tribunal consisted of crimes such as mass murder and other
“tyranny”. Awaiting his trial in prison, Reshid, vexed by kidney
stones, gradually lost touch with reality and became a nervous
wreck. His growing isolation reinforced his paranoia of Armenian
and British conspiracies. He kept a diary and wrote his memoirs
in response to the public disclosures on his governorship of
Diyarbekir. Reshid escaped on his way to the bathhouse on
January 25, 1919 and went into hiding at a Young Turk
sympathizer’s house. The ensuing odyssey of hiding and running
away from the police bolstered his frustration with clandestine
life. Underfed, bitter and desperate, he shot himself in the
mouth on the verge of arrest on February 6, 1919. As a result,
legal proceedings against Dr. Reshid never took place, but
judging from other cases, chances were strong he would have
been convicted and possibly executed (Kieser, 2002).

The categorical nature of the mass killings in Diyarbekir in
1915-16 qualify them as genocidal. After March 1915,
considerations of guilt or innocence no longer mattered in the
persecution of Ottoman Armenians. After May, neither did
loyalty: as a governor, Reshid ultimately did not distinguish
between loyal or disloyal Armenians and Syriacs. Then again, the
inclusion and exclusion of certain religious denominations clearly
signify categorical thinking in the persecution and deportation
process. With the stroke of a pen, entire categories of peoples
could be included in the machinery of deportation. Whereas the
fate of men was quickly decided and settled through murder,
women and children were subject to a more prolonged process
of suffering through deportation. Exposure, hunger, thirst, rape,
disease and occasionally murder thinned the deportation
convoys to the verge of near absolute destruction.

Scholars of genocide have argued that local dynamics can
influence the course and intensity of the genocidal process. Local
political or social elites can expedite and intensify, or delay and
resist genocidal destruction steered from above. The Ottoman
province Diyarbekir has served as a platform for exemplifying the
anti-Armenian policies at the local level, leading us to discover the
dynamics that center and periphery played in the events of the
period. Most of the deportations were micromanaged by Talaat,
others by his subordinates. One would need to take a much
closer look at Talaat’s specific role and the nature of the power
he exercised with respect to the persecution of the Ottoman
Armenians, which reached full genocidal proportions by the
summer of 1915. Even with the extant primary documentation
on the secretive nature of the bureaucratically organized
destruction of the Armenians, one cannot help but seek to
unearth the “true” intentions of the tens of thousands of
telegraphic orders he issued, some of which are deceptive

enough to fool the historian. Even so, all such inconsistencies
notwithstanding, the sheer magnitude of the campaign leaves
not a shred of doubt about the hostile intention of the policy.
Talaat’s micro-managing qualities and sharp intelligence, coupled
with calculating tact and extraordinary talent for political self-
preservation, need more research. Every other step in the
radicalization of existing measures was spurred by him, and
Reshid’s appointment was a vitalizing force underlying the
existing program for mass destruction, not a palliative (Bloxham,
2005: 86).

It is inconceivable to attempt to understand the
persecutions without highlighting the dynamics between national
policy and local agency. For this reason, Interior Minister Talaat's
relationship with Governor Dr. Mehmed Reshid became a central
question in this case study. It is an example of the evolution of
CUP policy against proclaimed “internal enemies”, notably the
Armenians. When the persecution gained genocidal momentum,
between May 20 and 30, 1915, it is likely that Talaat wired the
doctor-governor one or another euphemistic orders to “act
ruthlessly”. However, he certainly did not grant Reshid carte
blanche to eliminate all Christians, considering future reprimands.
The radically anti-Christian Ottoman patriot and Muslim
nationalist Dr. Reshid interpreted the order as a license to kill all
Armenians and Syriacs living under his jurisdiction. It is telling that
of all the Ottoman governors involved in the violence, none were
rebuked for their cruelty and excesses like Reshid was — even if
the persecutions were more or less paralleled in different
provinces. Therefore, Talaat’s telegraphic reprehensions unveil a
secret in the definition of the scope of the persecutions. His
reproof “do not destroy the other Christians” could be read as
“do destroy the Armenians”, and reveals Talaat’s tacit approval
of Reshid’s anti-Armenian actions. Naturally, Talaat formulated
his argument without compromising himself in a written order.

At the local level too, revenge, fear of victimization and
competition between elites all played important roles. Dr.
Mehmed Reshid, portrayed as a sadistic monster in
contemporary sources, was born in the Caucasus but his family
had to flee the onslaught of the Russian Army in the 1860s.
Vengeance may well have been a motivating factor in his
perception of the world. Circassian families like his, whose
parents’ generation had been massacred and expelled, had
intimate knowledge of Armenian nationalist activism in the
Caucasus and were as traumatized as the Balkan Muslims. The
same would have been true for the three dozen Circassian
militiamen that Reshid had employed. When the war broke out
and the Russian Army seemed to be effortlessly conquering its
way towards Diyarbekir, it was hardly difficult to fit this into their
apocalyptic fear that “the Russians are coming”, and most
importantly, that their Armenian neighbours were Russian spies.
Competition between urban elites was another factor that
contributed to the intensity of the violence. Before the war, the
main families in Diyarbekir, mainly Christians and Muslims, were
engaged in a fierce struggle for political and economic power.
Such a structural factor could easily be abused by the CUP
dictatorship for their own ends: collaborate with us and you will
be duly rewarded. The Piringgizade family in particular emerged
victorious from this competition by volunteering in the militias,
being more ruthless in their competitive efforts, and collaborating
with the campaign the CUP regime deemed most salient, the
murder of their Armenian neighbours. (Ungér, 2008a)
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WOPESHEET 2A

Che New York Times

APRIL 28, 1815

APPEAL TO TURKEY TO STOP MASSACRES

AUGUST 18, 1915

ARMENIANS ARE SENT
TO PERISH IN DESERT

Turks Accused of Plan to Exterminate
Whole Population—People of
Karohisvar Mossacred

“We learn. besides, that the roads
and the Euphrates are strewn with
corpses of exiles, and those who sur.
vive are doomed to certain death, since
they will find neither house. work. nor
food in the deserc. [t is a plan to exter-
minate the whole Armenian people.”

SEPTEMBER 5, 1915
1,500,000
ARMENIANS
STARVE

Relief Commitice Asks Aid for
Vietims of Turkish Decrees

SEPTEMBER 21, 1815

BRYCE ASKS U.S.
TO AID ARMENIA

TATTO0 MARKS ON RESCUED ARMENIAN SLAVE SHOWING NAMES
OF PREVIOUS "OWNERS

W A T R B fhe s oo Bagen
& la BAS. g w

OCTOBER 7. 1915

800,000 ARMENIANS
COUNTED DESTROYED

“This afternoon Lord Bryece gave a heart-
piercing account of the circumstances under which
the Armenian people are being exterminated as a
result of an absolutely premeditated policy
elaborately pursued by the gang now in control of
Turkey. He computes that since May last, 800,000
Armenians, men, women, and children, have been
slain in ¢old blood in Asia Minor."

_

Octoher 13, 1915

MASSACRES RENEWED
MORGENTHAU REPORTS

Fresh Outrages Upon Armenians
Foflow Bulgaria’s Stand
Farvoring Turkey
WASHINGTON, Qct. 1Z.—Armenian

massacres in Asiatic Turkey have been

renewed since Bulgaria's practical entrance
into the war as Turkey s ally, I

October 15, 1915

TURKISH OFFICIAL
DENIES ATROCITIES

Consul General here Calls Report of Outrages on
Armenians a Fabrication
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VARIOUS QUOTATIONS

Enver Pasha

One of the triumvirate rulers

publicly declared on 19 May 1916...

The Ottoman Empire should be cleaned up of the Armenians
and the Lebanese. We have destroyed the former by the sword,
we shall destroy the latter through starvation.

Enver Pasha’s reply to US Ambassador Morgenthau who
was deploring the massacres against Armenians and
attributing them to irresponsible subalterns and
underlings in the distant provinces:

You are greatly mistaken. We have this country absolutely
under our control. | have no desire to shift the blame onto our
underlings and | am entirely willing to accept the responsibility
myself for everything that has taken place.

Talaat Pasha, Minister of the Interior

September 6, 1916. - To the Government of Aleppo.

It was at first communicated to you that the Government, by
order of the Jemiet had decided to destroy completely all the
Armenians living in Turkey...An end must be put to their
existence, however criminal the measures taken may be, and
no regard must be paid to either age or sex nor to
conscientious scruples.

Talaat Pasha said, after the German Ambassador
persistently

brought up the Armenian question in 1918:

What on earth do you want? The question is settled. There are
no more Armenians.

Talaat Pasha

In a conversation with Dr. Mordtmann of the German
Embassy in June 1915...

Turkey is taking advantage of the war in order to thoroughly
liquidate its internal foes, i.e., the indigenous Christians, without
being thereby disturbed by foreign intervention.

Henry Morgenthau (U.S. Ambassador to Turkey)

The real aim of deportations is killing and burglary. In reality, it
was a new way to eradicate a nation. When Turkish powers were
giving out the order for deportation, they sentenced a whole
nation to death, (1916).

Arnold Toynbee (noted British historian)
All these atrocities have been committed toward Armenians
even though they have not done anything to invite them, (1915).

Anatole France (French author)

Armenia is dying, but it will survive. The little blood that it still
has left is precious blood that will give birth to a heroic
generation. A nation that does not want to die, does not die,
(1916).

Fritof Nansen (Norwegian public figure)

The massacres that started in 1915 have nothing to compare
with the history of mankind. The massacres by Abdul Hamid
are minor in comparison to what today’s Turks have done,
(1916).

Jacques de Morgan (French scientist)

The deportations of Western Armenians are nothing but
concealed race extermination. There is no language rich
enough to describe the horrors of it, (1917).

Dr. Martin Niepage, From the Horrors of Aleppo, seen by a
German eyewitness, translated

by the New York Times publication (its magazine) Current
History Vol. 5 Nov. 1916 pp 335-37.

The German Consul from Mosul related, in my presence, at the
German club at Aleppo that, in many places on the road from
Mosul to Aleppo, he had seen children’s hands lying hacked off
in such numbers that one could have paved the road with them.

Henry Morgenthau

U.S. Ambassador to Turkey (1914-1916)

When the Turkish authorities gave the orders for these
deportations, they were merely giving the death warrant to a
whole race: they understood this well, and in their conversations
with me, they made no particular attempt to conceal the fact.

John Loftus

Genocide & Human Rights (1992)

There is a strong circumstantial case that the vice consul to
Armenia, von Scheubner, was the man who carried the lesson
of the Holocaust forward from the Armenians and transmitted it
to Hitler, that Hitler recalled it formulated it as part of his foreign
policy as early as 1931, a decade before the Jewish Holocaust
was to be released in full fury. The essence of what Hitler
understood was indifference. To put it crudely, it takes one
hundred people to kill each child in a genocide: one to pull the
trigger, but ninety nine to shrug their shoulders. It was this
legacy of indifference, this lack of deterrence that led Hitler to
make his famous statement, ‘Who now remembers the
Armenians?’

Henry Morgenthau,

U. S. Ambassador to Turkey, 1914-1916.

One day Talaat made what was perhaps the most astonishing
request | had ever heard. The New York Life Insurance
Company and the Equitable Life of New York for years had
done considerable business among the Armenians. The extent
to which this people insured their lives was merely another
indication of their thrifty habits.

‘I wish,” Talaat now said, ‘that you would get the American life
insurance companies to send us a complete list of their
Armenian policy holders. They are practically all dead now and
have left no heirs to collect the money. It of course all escheats
to the State. The government is the beneficiary now. Will you do
so?’ This was almost too much, and | lost my temper.

“You will get no such list from me,’ | said, and I got up and left
him.

From a speech presented to the Turkish

Committee of Union and Progress

February, 1915

It is absolutely necessary to eliminate the Armenian people in
its entirety, so that there is no further Armenian on this earth
and the very concept of Armenia is extinguished.

Fayez el Husein (Arab publicist)

Who can describe the feelings that an eyewitness experiences
when he thinks of this heroic and unfortunate nation. Its courage
and spirit surprise the world. A nation that yesterday was one of
the most energetic and progressive nations of the Ottoman
Empire is becoming a memory, (1917).

Joseph Markwart (German scientist)

Even after proclamation of the Constitution, the main slogan of
the Turkish policy has been “Without Armenians there will be no
Armenian problem, (1919).
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ZuguiuG Stmuuwutmpetwt 95-wdttwyhG Gmppniwud

«&nnhgnG»h wyu pugwnhy emp Yp AnduwGuanpbG
fitttntinttiwy wqquughGGupp

Fwpap. wdwly Upp. Swynptwl, h thowwnwy Swynp-
twl W Gwuyupbwl SepnuunwGibpniG Mipdw W
Yuwpdnmé:

UnmipkG, UpdphGE TwnuptwG, b jhownwy UwnwupbwG
i MwhAwwnipbwG qpnwunmwGGipnt GuwhwwnwlGh-
pniG, Mp$w e UpiphG:

Voyages Haig Travel, h jhowwnwl 1915-h wiyulwb
StnuwuwwlnietwG 1.5 dhipnG gqnhtipniG:

Fd. w S. Jwnupy b Upniu EApwdatwG, b ghowwnwy
LtnG ERpwiatwGh, dGwd 1908-hG Epgpmid m Ywpo
Nunpytiwbh, 5Gwd 1908-hG Fwgwbhy:

Rd. e S. UGnpwGhy b LGwhhn MEGoRwGiwG, h jh-
owwnwly Unpwyp NEGoRwGhwGh,
3Gwd Uwpgniwb, 1912-hG:

Jwsk, BwihG, “po, GwnGh bupkdtwb, h howwnwy
Unwuw LipwG Aipnuwdwpwp gnftpniG:

S. i S. QuukG b Bwudhy hGEESpYEwG, h thpwwnwy
fwjwpwipntwd L1 wquuwugpyniwd  Awgulwub
finnbipniG:

S. it S. Gknpq it Uwpwp LEoukihwG, h howwnwy
pptiGg Aop UwGniy LEoukihwih:

Qwqiwqtwl, dwpdybnbwl it SEpnkphwG qbip-
nwuwnwGh 1915-p Stnuuwwbniptiwi gnintwdGtpniG

thawwnwlypG:

S. W S. Vwqupkpe b YwpukGhy MwshytwG, h thow-
wwl Uwdnik b Lhwpw DwshytwGh, Swupnipept b
U.quumifh LwpuwybivnbiwGh:

S. 1 S. UntipwG i Znipp VwlwpbwG, h thpwwnwy
Uwpwdbwb, Stpunkptwb, Ghpunbtw, Ubphw6, Lw-
Gwptiwl qpnuwunwGGtpnt gnhiipniG:

Rd. e Shy. MnpkG i UGh ManpnubwG, h jhowmnmwy
Fdhoy” UpApwG NanpnutiwGh, Upuwp Nanpnubiwbh
i Shapwl ManpnutiwGh:

Vughpp UwGniy, p ghowwnwly pp widniuGniG Uppwihp
U'wGnyh:

Jwhwbl SEp UuwwnniptwG, h thpwwnwy hp fiop” Shwp
LtinG Skp UuwwnniptwGh:

Stp 1 Shy. Gknpq i Upwpup OfwGiwG, b hpwwnwl
1915-p Zwgjuywl Stinuuwwlnptwb 1.5 shipnG gn-
fitipn1G:

Rd. GEtnpq UwlniytwG, p jhowwnwy 1915-p Lwyyw-
Ywl Stmwuwwbniptwb 1.5 shipnG gnAtipniG:

LGYA. Cwpk Stp UkpnGiwb-UhGuubtwb, b thowwnwy
Stp UgpnGhwG pGunwGhph gnfitpniG:

Shwlw Zwlkptwb, UntwG bt Gwpwh hunwGwn-
twl W yniunpp, Swpke e UghG BphiepGahwG b
qiyp., ppkGg winiuGnyG, Aop i Whdhop™ Shqpwl Lw-
GEkptwGh thowwnmwlyhG:

S. e S. UpinG tir Uwpwy LwupphiwG

S.  S. LuinG tr BGh LdwuppiwG, h thowwnwy Lw-
uppwG pGunwGhph Utd GntnGh GuhwwnwlGapniG:

uniphy BEnitwG, hojpowwnwly BpngiwG gpnuwuwwGh
gnfitipniG:

SGpphanp SEp Lwqupbwb, h ghowwwl @npnu Skp
NwquptwGh, 86wy 1914-hG, wpphpy:

Untwpny Mwothtfprwb b quiwynilp, h ghowwnwy
pptiGg winubnyG G fop” SwpniphtG NwothwAhrwGh:

Upkq, eppunpG, Gwppt, Gwphw o Ugpp Twpqup-
twl, h thowwnmwy hptlg & AuwgpbipniG e vhd dwypti-
pmG Swlynp W Gwngmhp UwpquptwGh, 3nyAwGhtu
i Lkw MnipuwiwGh, Phiqutn e Quyky UyGpwwi-
twGh, Swynp  Upyyw MnyubtwGh:

Mpo, UGGw ®phytwd, h thowwnwl Swynp @hipytw-
Gp, 5Gwd” 1912-pG UwnwGw, tir Jwht NEpitqhwih,
3Gwd 1912-pG GnGpw:

S. i S. Bwynp i LGwhhwn Skp wewwnniptiwG, h gp-
owwnwl Uwppwd Skp WwywwmniptiwGh, 86w 1903-

hG Uspwpyhp:

S. it S. Upqup tr UnGw UppwpbwG, h howwmwy
1915-p Zwgjuywl Stinuuwwlnptwb 1.5 hipnG gn-
fitipn1G:

S. it S. QunkG  YwpukGhy UwpghubiwG, h thpwwnwy
UwpghubiwG i GwpywlunbwG gbpnuuwmwibhpnt gn-
fitipn1G:
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Jwqqkl, LiGw, UwuphG, Swphw Skp GSwniunbiwG, h
thowwwy hpliGg fiop i Whdhop” Jwhk Ukptwbh:

Rd. i S. dphpwyp bt Swudhy MwudwEbhwb, h thow-
wwy ppiGg dGnnug Lwyy b Uniwpn Mwudwwbh:

S. it S. Ywpo tr dwiljo LwhAwwykwbwd, h thpwwnwy
Vwhwybnbwb b NMuAwwnipiwb pGuowGhpGtpnt gn-
fitipn1G:

NunskatwG Uyunw, UGhpw i UipthpGE, Unwptky Snt-
udawGh thownwyhG, ywhuwnui Awbniwd SnGhw:

S.  S. Zpwln W LntuhG MwwubhwG, h ghownwy
pptiGg quyhG Upw NuwjuGwGh:

S. 1 S. Jwhk 1 Squwpw SwynpwG, h howwnwy
1915-p Zwiuywl 8tinuuwwbniptwb 1.5 hipnG gn-
fitipn1G:

S. 1 S. npkG tm Uouk Shihptwb, b thowwwy 1915-
b ZuwguluiG Stnuwuwywlnptw6 1.5 dhipnG gnAtipniG:

S. it S. Gknpq 1 Upiqub GwéwptwG, vtip wgqh 1.5
UpipnG wlnwn 2phppdGtpnt jhowwmwyhG:

S. 1 S. dwqqkG W Lpiuh @upqtwG, h howwnwy
pptiGg fiop” ShpwG FhpgqlwGh:

S. S, Mwddh e Rd. UwphGE Skp NonnubiwG, h ih-
owuwwly GntinGh gnAtipniG:

®npppyGtip UnwG, Cwpe i "tniphG SoGwwtinbwGGhp,
dtp wagqp 1.5 dhpnG GuwAwwnwlGhipnt jhpwwnmwYhG:

S. it S. Swpmpe W Uwph Gwjuwihwb, h jhowmnwly
Zwijuw b Stnuwuywlnptwi 95-wikwlhi:
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