WRITING ABOUT
THE ARMENIAN GENOCIDE

CHRISTOPHER J. WALKER

Writing about the Armenian Genocide is a hard task; no one should
doubt that. The topic is vast. A great number of people were involved on
all sides. There were many and varied eyvewitnesses. The political circums-
tances of the genocide were highly complex as well as being profoundly bru-
tal. And no one should forget that today, cighty years after the genocide,
the issue of the Armenian Genocide is still a strongly contested topic, pri-
marily for political reasons.

~ For Armenians today, especially those belonging to families directly
affected by the genocide, there is often a feeling of real anger that the events
which caused the murder or exile of so many members of their families,
and arguably the loss of much of their country, should lack general ack-
nowledgement today. At the same time there is a legacy of deep trauma,
sometimes leading to an unwillingness to talk or write about the events. The
basic facts can become obscured, and emotions, natural to feel, have on
‘occasion clouded clear and logical thought.

As for non-Armenians: their specialist academics in Europe and Ame-
rica, writing on matters connected with World War I and the Middle East,
have most often entirely ignored the genocide. It appears to have been air-
brushed out of history in the way that old Soviet photographs used to air-
brush out pictures of "once-people” who had become 'non-people’. Within
a Soviet context this was accepted as a fact of life; but is hard to avoid a
sense of disquiet, even anger, when the process is seen occurring in a Euro-
pean and American context — whereby, for reasons of expediency (usually
but not entirely connected with prescnt-day political matters), specialist wri-
ters have chosen to ignore, or cover up, or not to research, or to distort,
what actually happened to Armenians in 1915-16. Europe and America are
expected to maintain high standards of impartial research and writing; yet
the subject has often been treated with haughty contempt — although there
are rare exceptions. How then, Armenians may reasonably ask, can the
essence of the truth about the Armenian Genocide get through to a serious:
academic and political constituency? How can the Soviet-type principle of
the air-brush be ended, and some true knowledge attained?

lnmally the Armenian Genocide was an accepted fact in political and
academic circles in Europe and America. Militarily and politically, the cir-
cumstances of 1915:16 made it not difficult for this to be the case. Britain,
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France and Russia were at war with the Ittihadist (or Young Turk) Otto-
man Empire; America was involved through sentiment based on 80 vears
of missionary endeavour, and directly so on declaring war in 1917. No one
questioned the reality of the destruction by the Constantinople authorities
of the empire’s Armenian population. All serious newspapers reported it;
those nations with consular representation observed it; and statesmen took
heed of it. Historians and scholars such as Gilbert Murray and H.A.L.
Fisher endorsed the fact that it had occurred and indeed was occurring.'"
Only wartime restrictions on discussion prevented complete disclosure of
what happened.

Yet even at this time, during and after World War I, there were ele-
ments to give warning that the situation might not last for ever. The British
showed a limited inclination, in military and strategic circles, to end their
support for the cause of the Turks, which dated back, in some form, to
the 16th century: in 1583 Queen Elizabeth [ had sent an ambassador to Cons-
tantinople, and had replenished the Ottoman arsenal with tin from Cornish
mines and lead stripped from the roofs of churches destroyed during the
Reformation. Some centuries later, in 1828, the British Prime Minister,
perhaps recalling these events, described Ottoman Turkey as "our ancient
ally’, and stigmatized the battle of Navarino (whereby Greece had won free-
dom from the Ottoman Empire) as an "untoward event’, In the 16th cen-
tury England had supported Ottoman Turkey in order to outflank Spain,
and in the 19th century London’s aim was either to prevent the spread of
revolution, or to stop the expansion of the Russian Empire towards the Me-
diterranean. Religious motives, in the sense of automatic opposition to the
Ottoman Empire because it was an Islamic power, were entirely irrelevant
both to the England of Queen Elizabeth 1 and to the mercantile Britain of
the last century. In both cases, commerce and strategy were the only real
determinants of policy.” -

At the time of the Armenian Genocide, it was not hard to find public
figures who sought to re-establish Britain’s traditional pro-Turkish position.
There was Aubrey Herbert, a life-long supporter of the Turks, who in
February 1915 had remarked with satisfaction, as he sailed from Alexan-
dria to Dardanelles, «The whole ship’s company is now Turkophile».”
(After the war Herbert was dispatched by the British police authorities to
visit Talaat Pasha in Germany, and he later published an article exonera-
ting Talaat and the Turks from responsibility for the Armenian Genocide,
insisting that the blame should be fixed on Germany.)? There was Sir
Henry Wilson, Chief of the Imperial General Staff, who in 1919 supported
the idea of one Turkish state stretching from Smyrna to Baku. Lloyd George
peppered his speeches with sympathetic references to Armenians, but in 1918,

in Cabinet, he expressed the hope that the Turks, and not the Russians, would
be masters of Baku : o |



Against the views of such men at or near the heart of the British esta-
blishment, the voices of such supporters of the Armenians as James Vis-
count Bryce and Arnold Toynbee were less representative and more tran-
sient. Bryce died in 1922, and Toynbee's sympathies turned towards the
Turks from the early 1920s.'” The political atmosphere became unsympa-
thetic for Armenians. It became much harder for them to get a fair hea-
ring, and (in Britain at least) it has stayed thus to the present.

Proving a genocide is very hard indeed. Even European Jews have
found it hard to contradict the persistant deniers of the Holocaust in a direct
and watertight manner. Genocide is a massive and usually secret crime, not
an ordinary part of policy, so its perpetrators do their utmost to conceal
it, by issuing verbal orders only, and by (in the Young Turk/lttihadist case)
issuing two sets of orders, of which those issued in secret were the ones to
be acted on. Texts, whether archival or printed, have to be searched and
analysed very acutely, in order to prove a genocide. The strength and weak-
ness of each source has to be assessed.

A number of sources for the Armenian Genocide have stood the test
of time. The Tovnbee/Bryce Blue Book, The Treatment of Armenians in
the Ottoman Empire, was originally published (in 1916) as an item of war
propaganda, as Turks and their sympathizers never tire of proclaiming; but
all the documents within it are valid descriptions of what was happening.m
A substantial number of them come from neutral or pro-German sources.
The validity of the individual documents cannot really be challenged, espe-
cially when it is given the backing of the de-coding appendix that Doniguian
of Beirut added to its edition of 1972. (Far a historian’s purposes the Doni-
guian edition, with its appendix, is superior to the original 1916 edition.)
There is the collection of documents prepared by Dr. Lepsius and publis-
hed as Deutschland und Annemm in 1919, some of which were published
in French edition in 1986,

These must be cnunted among the basic building blocks for anyone
writing about the Armenian Genocide. The facts within them need to be
thoroughly known, and interrelated, by anyone seeking to describe what
happened in 1915. It is not enough just to refer to them. They have to be
known, closely, document by document.

Documentation is essential for writting convincing history. It is insuf-
ficient to utter some modish, post-modernist formula, such as «history is
process», to mention the names of Foucault and Derrida, and to beligve
that thereby the Armenian Genocide is proved to the satisfaction of all
departments of international htstory and foreign ministries worldwide, as
well as in international courts of ;usnmand tribunals. Proper history relies
on soundly-based evidence and intelligent interpretation, not on modish
vacuities. ) \ _

But documentation does not mean unselectively presenting masses
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of documents to prove a case. The most effective documents are not neces-
sarily the longest. All sources must be convincingly elucidated (and if neces-
sary their context must be clearly stated; it is counterproductive to quote
material out of context), and their provenance must be clearly stated. More-
over the significant texts are not always unpublished. Important texts which
relate to the Young Turk attitude towards Armenians have been available
in Turkish for decades, Falih Rifki Atay’s 1981 memoirs, Zevtindagi, are
essential for understanding the Armenian genocide.®

When looking at the origins and reliability of a document or a publis-
hed memoir the historian needs careful, even finely-tuned judgment. One
should always be asking oneself: how convincing is this witness? How good
is the source? In order to make a careful judgment, it is necessary to read
around the subject as much as possible. A good general understanding of
World War I is essential, including the Western Front. The local military,
diplomatic and political circumstances have to be clearly known. The per-
sonal characteristics of the individuals concerned — whether politicians, sol-
diers or diplomats — have to be known to0o. A good historian cannot escape
being to some extent a judge of character. One of the convincing aspects
of US consul Leslie Davis’s account of the genocidal proceedings at Khar-
put in 1915, published in 1986 as The Slaughterhouse Province, is that Davis
was in no way partisan towards the Armenians. If anything he liked the
Turks.

Thus history cannot avoid being infused with biography. It needs to
be infused with bibliography too. The book by Mevlanzade Rifaat entitled
Tiirk Inkilabinin ig yiizii (The inner aspects of the Turkish revolution) has
been presented as being an authentic record of the debates within the Young
Turk revolution. The book is sensationalist. But is it authentic? What hap-
pened to the author? What was his agenda? How did he come to write his
text, and where is the original text now? What was the book’s actual pub-
lishing history, and who financed its appearance? These are important ques-
tions awaiting answers, and until they are given, no historian in the wider
arena will wish to use Tiirk Inkilabinin i¢ yiizu.!'”

The book focuses on another matter — the importance of having
some familiarity with the Turkish language. This is for the purpose of rea-
ding texts already published, as well as for the possibility of exploring Otto-
man archives. The same is true, but to a lesser extent, for the German lan-
guage, for the reason that Germany and Austria were allies of the Ottoman
Empire in 1914-18. Students of the Armenian Genocide need some German
as well as Turkish. Again, the point is to read published texts, just as much
as to explore archives of unpublished material. In trying to build up a con-
vincing picture of the Armenian Genocide, it is not enough today, in 1995,
in an era when so much historical material is being published, and so many
archives have been opened, just to rely on material in the Armenian, English



and French languages — especially since Britain and France were enemies
of the Ottoman Empire, and a certain amount of material in their langua-
ges can be construed not as impartial evidence but as tainted war propaganda.

In building up a picturée of the Armenian Genocide, a writer should
always wonder: what is the most convincing material to offer to a reader-
ship? Only the most convincing material, clearly portrayed, will end the prin-
ciple of the air-brush, and re-unite the topic of the Armenian Genocide with
the history of the modern Middle East and with our 20th century political
consciousness. Personally, I have little doubt on the matter of evidence: it
is the documents of the military men which count first. Just as an account
of the September-December 1920 assault on the first Republic of Armenia
is incomplete without the account of General Kiazim Karabekir, so I believe
that the history of the genocide has to find a primary place for the com-
manders of the Ottoman Third Army, Generals Mahmud Kiamil Pasha and
Vehib Pasha. To my knowledge, there are no documents or literary remains
of the former (who was a committed anti-Armenian Ittihadist); but the more
soldierly and less ideological Vehib Pasha did leave an important text. This
was his testimony to the Mazhar Commission, which was set up in late 1918
to investigate the reasons for the Ottoman army’s failure in the war. Vehib's
testimony contains candid references to the activities of those Ittihad (Com-
mittee of Union and Progress) members who were active in Ottoman Arme-
nia from the date of his appointment (February 1916)."

Anyone planning today, in 1995, to write the history of the Arme-
nian Genocide, should, I believe, start with Vehib Pasha’s deposition. Ideally,
it should be quoted and annotated in full. Thereby it would be impossible
for any even partially responsible historian to ignore it. We might see arti-
cles analysing it in the International Journal of Middle East Studies, and
perhaps Middle Eastern Studies. 1t would be a formidable piece of evidence.

Other military accounts should be sought out. Pomiankowski’s
memoirs have long been available."? It would be interesting to see if there
are any memoirs extant of General Posselt, German liaison officer in Erze-
rum in 1915, He is the man who described the behaviour of the Armenians
there in April as tadellos — «perfect»."” This contradicts the idea that
there was an «Armenian revolution», which is the claim of those who would
justify or deny the Armenian Genocide. The testimony of the military (whe-
ther Turkish, German or Austrian) is vital for gaining a clear picture of the
genocide.

~ Alongside, but in my opinion, after the testimony of the military,
is the testimony of diplomats. Again, pride of the place should be given to
German (and Austrian). A number of these are already in print, either in
Deutschland und Armenien or in the 1986 French translation. As German
‘ambassador, Baron von Wangenheim was close, but not as close as someti-
mes depicted, to Ittihadist policy. He was succeeded by Prince Hohenlohe,



who seems to have been somewhat ineffectual and basically passive. But
his successor, Count Wolff-Metternich, was outspoken, and sent a devas-
tating dispatch to Berlin on 30 June 1916, vividly highlighting the anti-
Armenian policy of the Jitihadists, and describing the manner in which the
party, the Committee of Union and Progress, was destroying the Armenian
community, and was acting as a para-government alongside the actual Otto-
man gouemment.""

He made it clear that the Ittihad party was acting as a ginger-group
to the government. This was an odd state of affairs between a party and
a government; but it has to be examined and taken on board by anyone
writing about the Armenian Genocide. Politics and political structures have
to be confronted directly and unéquivocally. 1 have often found Armenians
reluctant to explore political issues, even in non-Armenian contexs, too
deeply. Some even take refuge in Muslim-Christian religious differences to
explain the genocide — a largely irrelevant issue, Perhaps Armenians avoid
politics in the awareness of the less than happy outcome of political diffe-
rences within their own community. But nevertheless this is a handicap which
must be overcome, and the politics of the Ittihadist Ottoman Empire during
the genocide must be expounded closely and fully. Count Wolff-Metternich’s
dispatch is a good starting point for such an exploration. After reading it,
we are led to ask: what are the implications of having a government and
a party dictatorship uneasily co-existing? How did it work?

Besides the dispatches of the ambassadors, the accounts furnished
by the German consuls are important and relevant. The meterial sent by
the consul in Erzerum, Max Erwin von Scheubner-Richter, is central here.

The dispatches of the ambassador and consuls of the United States
are valuable too. However, the volume entitled Ambassador Morgenthau's
Story (published in England as Secrets of the Bosphorus) should preferably
not be used at all, or only as a last resort, and for no more than secondary
back-up of factual material gained elsewhere. We are again at the point where
history intersects with bibliography. Ambassador Morgenthau's Story has
a very uncertain publishing history, and until its bibliographical origins have
been subjected to a close and objective scrutiny, it should not be touched,
except as a secondary source. Moreover there is much un-challengeable mate-
rial in the US archives from consuls in Kharput, Trebizond, Aleppo and
elsewhere, which is more significant than Morgenthau’s material. So there
is no point in using Ambassador Morgenthau’s Story in writing the history
of the Armenian Genocide. \ '

Turks and their supporters like to quote the dispatches of Admiral
Mark Bristol. However Bristol was not in the Ottoman Empire during the
genocide. He was posted there in August 1919. So his views (and prejudi-
ces) are not relevant to the issue of the Armenian Genocide — though his
dispatches are worth reading for the purpose of gaining a view of the post-
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war climate of opinion. Even US Ambassador Elkus was only posted to
Constantinople in 1917, when most of the killing of Armenians had already
been accomplished.

After the accounts of military and diplomats (all or most from the
Central Powers), it is the turn of journalists 1o furnish evidence for the geno-
cide. The testimony of the American Lewis Einstein is useful in this con-
text; Einstein's book Inside Constantinople and his article « The Armenian
Massacres» (spub]:shed in the Contemporary Review, 1917) contain valua-
ble details.!'” Numerous eye-witness reports from the New York Times
have been republished within the last two decades. Their significance is
obvious. There were also useful accounts in British daily newspapers, espe-
cially the Manchester Guardian.

Within my system — which some may challenge — of the grading
of evidence (that the military is superior to the diplomatic, which is in turn
superior to the journalistic) there needs also to be a place for aid workers.
There were a number of _charitable foundations active in Anatolian Turkey
in 1915-16, either of German origin (such as representatives of the Deuts-
cher Hilfsbund) or from neutral Scandinavian countries. Their evidence needs
to be assessed and given. It is possible that some of these organisations have
archives which are still untapped to this day.

After elucidating as objectively as possible the facts about the Arme-
nian Genocide, preferably using documentation from the Ottoman/German
side, it can be helpful to include material from an account by an Armenian
survivor, preferably on¢ of those who has described the events in a reaso-
nably clear and objective manner. A number of these personal histories have
been published over last 15-20 years. They are unguestionably valuable,
although they cannot of course be used as primary evidence. A reader who
follows the story of a survivor will gain an insight into the appalling reali-
ties of day-to-day life in the wartime Ottoman Empire, under the condi-
tions of Armenian deportation.

When the facts have thus been set down, with the use of both signi-
ficant objective and subjective sources, a reader will then want to know why
the terrible events happened. The average person finds it hard to assimilate
merely factual historical information. He or she wants to know the reasons
for those facts.

In order to give reasons, we need to adopt a similar method of care-
ful research and analysis. It is entirely unacceptable for anyone to say (or
even to thmk}. «They were Turks. What do you expect?» That is not reaso-
ning. It is also wrong in my opinion to say, «They were Moslems and we
were Christians, and the Moslems have always wanted to kill Christians.»
This assertion is historically incorrect about the position of Christians within
Islam; and it overlooks the evidence that in @ number of cases in 1915 local
Muslim leaders sought clemency for Armenians. It also ignores the point



that the Committee of Union and Progress was basically an atheist, anti-

religious political entity, which believed that Islam was no longer relevant

to its state, and that the umma (community of believers) was a thing of the
ast.

" However, the idea that the mass-killings were motivated by the ideo-

logy of pan-Turkism is, I believe, a useful line of enquiry, even if much

more work néeds to be done on it.

We could begin by considering the life and work of Zia Gokalp.
(Again, biography intersects with history. One cannot avoid a careful look
at personalities, personal histories and ideological positions.) In present-day
Turkish historiography Zia is seen as a modernizer and westernizer, Is this
a reasonable view? It is true that in his long and often turgid writings he
looked for a modern identity first for Turkey/Ottoman and then for Tur-
key/Milli [Nationalist; Kemalist]. If there is one quality noticeable about
Zia it is his ability to change views in accordance with his political masters.
He wrote bloodthirsty expansionist poems when violence and expansionism
were Ittihadist policy in 1914; but adopted a different, more moderate tone
after the coming of Mustafa Kemal. Zia’s work in 1914 shows with reaso-
nable clarity that Armenia and Armenians were considered as obstacles to
the grand design (the Turks” own megali idea) of unity with Central Asian
Turks.

Besides Zia Gokalp there was Tekin Alp, whose 1915 book (pub-
lished in Weimar) Tiirkismus und Pantiirkismus was considered important
enough for Britain to authorize an official translation in 1916."% Again we
have to ask ourselves: what did his views amount to, and how important
were they for Enver and Talaat?

_ There is much else to explore in the origin and development of the
ideology of pan-Turkism, notably the almost untouched subject of the life,
writings and influence of Yusuf Akchurin (Akchura; Akchuraoglu, 1876-
1939). The research needs to be done in a scholarly and objective manner,
with biographical descriptions and analyses of texts in the manner that I
have outlined. Large amounts of primary original material await elucida-
tion. In this way the public’s need to know why there was an Armenian Geno-
cide will be satisfied, and the Armenian Genocide will assume a more embo-
died form in the minds of those who seek to understand our century.

The motive of pan-Turkism may also explain why the Armenian
Genocide was operational throughout Anatolia and Turkish Armenia, but
was not imposed rigorously (and sometimes not at all) in the Ottoman
Empire’s Arab lands. The hypothesis is that only the territories in and
r.h:ough which the pan-Turk link-up could be made were subject to Arme-
nian deportation, This idea requires more research, but it is an interesting
line of enquiry.

The idea that there was a civil war In progress in 1915 is a compara-
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tively new invention, created by those who seek to deny the Armenian Geno-
cide. It is absurd; but since it is taken seriously in university departments
of Middle Eastern history, and among the foreign ministry officials with
whom the members of such departments have such good relations, it needs
to be taken seriously.

There is no evidence for a 1915 Armeno-Turkish civil war. In rea-
lity, the Armenians, according to all eve witnesses, were almost entirely an
undefended urban or agrarian community. A few of them possessed some
old weapons, and defended themselves as best they could against the govern-
ment. But it is nonsensical to think that they constituted in any manner a
force comparable to the massive armed resources of the Ottoman army and
the militarized police of the ministry of the interior. Indeed, the Interior
Ministry was further backed up by the power of the chétés or bands of the
specially recruited Special Organization (Teshkilat-i Makhsusiya), whose desi-
gnated purpose was the looting, raping and murdering of the Armenian
population. The international academics who today support the air-brushed
version through newspaper advertisements (a strange way for allegedly repu-
table academics to carry on their disciplines) have never engaged seriously
with the issues either of the activities of the Ottoman Interior Ministry during
1915-16, or of The Special Organization, and its origins, purposes, leader-
ship, constituents and actions. Both these topics are of central importance
for any account written today of the genocide, and need to be researched
using the best sources.

Another point that the Turkish deniers try to make today is that the
Armenians were in a ferment of revolution in 1915, and that the Ottoman
anti-Armenian measures were basically just the legitimate suppression of
a wartime Armenian insurrection. Specifically, the events at Van in April-
May 1915 are cited. The charge has to be taken seriously. There is no place
for angry, dismissive rhetoric in its refutation. When the charge has been
considered, it should be taken apart with the close accuracy and attention
to detail typical of the method of proceeding of a calm and able lawyer.
Care has to be taken in working out an accurate chronology of the events,
and in precisely detailing the nature of the events — were they offensive
or defensive? Emotional language should be avoided. In this way an accu-
rate picture of the events at Van will be gained.

Continuing on the matter of details: to write convincingly of the
Armenian Genocide, it is important always to be accurate about names, dates
and places. As regards dates, we have to be sure which calendar we are using.
About names: much confusion has been created by not clarifying the names
of certain Turks. We all know about Enver, Talaat and Djemal. Some peo-
ple know about Mahmud Kiamil and Vehib Pasha. But what about Halil
(sometimes spelt Khalil)? There can be confusion, since there were two Halils.
So it is important to distinguish between them, and always to use the style
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adopted by the Turks after Mustafa Kemal had introduced the surname law
in 1934. Thus we have Halil (Kut) and Halil (Mentese). Dates should also
be given, where known, to avoid confusion: thus, Halil (Mentese) (1874-
1948). Sometimes it is helpful to use old and new names side by side: thus,
Carasso/Karasu, Angora/Ankara. Everything should be done to maximise
clarity and minimise confusion.

A further point of terminology, which can do real damage to the case
of Armenians (which is after all the case of truth and clarity), is the incor-
rect use of the name «Turkey». It is important to remember that «Turkey»
as a diplomatic entity did not exist before 1923 or so. So when talking or
writing of events, whether in 1895 or 1915 or 1918, we should talk of «the
Ottoman Empire». «Ottoman Turkey» is permissable, but the term «Tur-
key» should be avoided, except when it is clearly being used as an alterna-.
tive shorthand. The correct use of the term «the Ottoman Empire» has seve-
ral benefits. It indicates to a reader (or listener) that the political entity was
a multi-ethnic one; and to politically progressive people it suggests that, as
with other empires, it needed de-colonization. If the term «Turkey» is incor-
rectly used for «the Ottoman Empires, the reader may think, «Turkey. For
the Turks. Why not?» He or she will be inclined to think that the Arme-
nians from the start had no authentic place in the Ottoman Empire’s lands,
and that far greater authenticity lay in Turkish habitation of the land which
became Turkey. Hence the importance of always using the term «the Otto-
man Empire» appropriately.

In this way, with good documentation from the best sources, balan-
ced perhaps by some subjective accounts written by survivors, expressed in
language of precision and accuracy, we can hope to make clear the nature
of the Armenian Genocide, and to dispel the inaccurate and misleading air-
brushed versions. In doing this we are not only paying a just homage to
those who died; we are serving the causes of truth and clarity themselves.
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