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P r ol o g u e

Who was Mehmed Talaat (1874– 1921), and why might we 
call him a first founder of the Turkish nation- state even before 
Kemal Atatürk?

The last powerful grand vizier (a sort of prime minister) rul-
ing the Ottoman Empire, Talaat was also a partisan heading the 
so- called Committee of Union and Progress (CUP), a former 
underground organization. He acted from within the latter’s 
secretive Central Committee: not top- down but as a living hub, 
through networks of party, state, and co- opted agents in the 
provinces of the empire. Architect of the 1915 genocide in syn-
ergy with forces in the committee and in the provinces, he also 
pioneered demographic engineering in Asia Minor with other 
non- Turkish groups of the empire while simultaneously initiat-
ing modernist- nationalist reforms.

He thus became a founding father of a post- Ottoman Turk-
ish nationalist polity. Talaat had concentrated power during the 
Balkan Wars and World War I by operationalizing elements of 
a new messianic nationalism (Muslim pan- Turkism, also called 
Turanism), framed by his influential Central Committee friend 
Ziya Gökalp. Gökalp’s nationalism in the 1910s was openly 
imperial and politically Muslim, in contrast to its later version 
adopted by the Kemalists and Atatürk, himself a spiritual child 
of Gökalp.
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Talaat was not a late nineteenth- century socialist revolution-
ary who had started believing in new futures for humanity— 
failing in his methods, and, in deeper analysis, also vision— but 
a revolutionist obsessed by empire and nation, the main refer-
ences of far right- wing thought in twentieth- century Europe. 
In this spirit, he led the ultimate destruction of the Ottoman 
social fabric in 1915. Although his imperial goals were thwarted, 
he had prepared the way for the establishment of unrestricted 
Turkish sovereignty and a Turkish national home in Asia 
Minor. This book revises the traditional view of a Young Turk 
triumvirate throughout the 1910s and the marginalization of 
Ottoman actors in the history of a larger Europe. It reinstates 
agency to these actors, reconstructs the Ottoman capital, Istan-
bul, as a diplomatic hub in the early 1910s, and highlights the 
lasting magnitude of Talaat’s policy. Of the same age and, since 
1910, an acquaintance of Winston Churchill, Talaat represented 
Turkish- Islamic might in a period of bellicose confrontation 
with the British Empire.

Until now, no scholarly biography of Talaat Pasha has been 
available, although his legacy is present in powerful patterns 
of government and political thought, as well as in the name of 
many streets, schools, and mosques dedicated to him in and out-
side Turkey.1 Talaat Pasha was a quintessential “political animal” 
of the modern twentieth- century Middle East. In the eyes of his 
admirers in Turkey today, and throughout the twentieth century, 
he was a great statesman, skillful revolutionary, and farsighted 
founding father, whereas for Ottoman Christians who survived 
World War I, he was principally the organizer of destruction, 
dispossession, and extermination. This was also true, in part, for 
Kurds. Kemal Atatürk “rested on Talaat’s shoulders.”2

Applying an inside perspective of the Ottoman Empire and 
its capital, Istanbul, this biography reinstates Mehmed Talaat as 
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a major political figure of twentieth- century history who set the 
course for decades to come. He was the last powerful leader of 
the Ottoman Empire. He and his fellows cataclysmically revo-
lutionized state and society from within, thus largely disrupting 
Ottoman tradition in politics and in social life, which was until 
then multireligious. The most influential ruler in the Middle 
East of the 1910s, when Asia Minor (Anatolia), Iraq, and Syria 
(including Lebanon and Palestine) were still part of the Otto-
man Empire, Talaat led the first single- party experience of the 
twentieth century.

He stood at the reins of an endangered state that was for-
mally still ruled by a sultan- caliph (“caliph” is a Muslim ruler 
deemed to be a successor of Muhammed). Not an aloof, single 
dictator, and far from being omnipotent, Talaat acted from 
within a conspiring committee that had established a party 
regime staunchly committed to saving the state, Islam, and the 
Turks. He succeeded in managing communication, balancing 
factions, and, although himself a civilian, getting along well 
with young officers.

Rejecting the entrenched view of the Young Turk leader-
ship as an ongoing triumvirate, this study assesses it as a tem-
porary constellation of 1913–14 (see chap. 4, sec. “Negotiating 
Reforms”). From then on, Talaat was more than a primus inter 
pares, both in domestic and foreign politics, thus politically 
superior to Enver Pasha (see ibid.). Confusion regarding this 
point misses the regime’s architecture and the crucial nexuses 
that led to the Republic of Turkey.3

The CUP, the Young Turk power organization, directed the 
sultan and made him a representative figure after the Young 
Turk Revolution of 1908. Guided by Talaat, it established a 
single- party regime in 1913 while simultaneously starting what 
it considered to be a national struggle of salvation for a Turkey 
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freed from foreign influence, from which an explicit narrative 
of national salvation began. It thus inaugurated the first found-
ing period of a post- Ottoman nation- state marked by modern 
dictatorial patterns and the sidelining of the sultanate- caliphate, 
though it maintained an imperial spirit throughout the 1910s in 
its understanding of sociopolitical hierachies. This is true even 
for its Kemalist successors, after the sultanate- caliphate was 
definitively abolished in early 1924.

This study therefore calls the committee’s mentality “imperi-
ally biased,” and a main obstacle for real democracy, although 
its politics demolished the Ottoman social fabric and thus the 
empire. In this vein, Talaat became the direct forefather of a 
post- Ottoman Turkey based on radical nationalism (“Ata- türk” 
means the “Turks’ father or progenitor”). Importantly, Atatürk’s 
predecessor Talaat still embraced the power of political Islam, 
thus making the return of religious hegemony for Kemalists a 
constant threat and, in a post- Kemalist era, almost inevitable. 
Public history and political culture in the Republic of Turkey 
did not disavow Talaat’s legacy but welcomed it officially in the 
1940s, after silence during Atatürk’s lifetime.

Together with his fellows, Talaat led the Ottoman Empire 
into World War I and jihad— he understood the whole war as 
a jihad4— and began to transform Asia Minor into a Turkish 
national home, that is, a “Turkey for the Turks,” as a contempo-
rary slogan read. When World War I was lost and the committee 
was dissolved, informed Germans rightly argued that Talaat was 
“too strong, on the whole, to simply disappear” in contrast to 
other, more ephemeral CUP figures.5 Talaat’s shadow eventu-
ally not only emerged and is imprinted on the founding history 
of the Turkish nation- state, the present Republic of Turkey, but 
also lingers in a modern confrontation between East and West, 
Ottoman- Muslim, and Christian powers and traditions. This 
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contemporary polarization informs an alternative understand-
ing of World War I, centered in Istanbul, seat of the Ottoman 
sultanate- caliphate, and emphasizes victory against the West 
at Gallipoli.

The Ottoman capital constitutes a main hub, cause, and fac-
tor of war itself, and Talaat was the man who was most identified 
with, most committed to, and most influential in determining 
the course of the Ottoman state during the last decade of its 
existence. He was involved in all critical decision making. He 
and his circle mirrored the forces around them, the zeitgeist and 
the contemporary system of powers. Tying Europe to an Otto-
man cataclysm already in action, they anticipated and shaped 
the seminal catastrophe of Greater Europe, or, in the terminol-
ogy of this book, “larger Europe” of the 1910s (Europe, Russia, 
and the Ottoman world).

Talaat’s era, the so- called second constitutional period 
of the Ottoman state, keeps on “failing to be historicized,”6 
at least in public history, because of unbroken implicit and 
explicit identifications with actors and positions of that era 
that remain entrenched in the political culture. Successful 
efforts at comprehensive historicization are therefore critical 
in order to acquire a healthy distance and to face new futures 
in and with Turkey. In the first edition of Talaat’s memoirs in 
1946, the foreword states that Talaat “was one of a few rare 
statesmen whom Turkish history produced. Among the Otto-
man grand viziers, this great Turkish leader had reached his 
high position thanks to his patriotism, honesty, intelligence 
and assiduity.  .  .  . I bow respectfully before the great pres-
ence of the late Talaat Pasha.”7 To this day, Talaat’s memoirs 
have seen many reeditions in this same spirit, indicating that 
many— including the Turkish state and polity— still stand 
under his spell and shadow.
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In chapter 1, this book opens amid Talaat’s most salient 
actions in the first year of World War I. This chapter introduces 
main topics of Talaat’s biography, referring in several places to 
in- depth treatment and documentation that is explored in later 
chapters (see chaps. 2– 6). These chapters proceed generally in 
chronological order, apart from two thematic sections (see 
chap. 3, sec. “A New Friend” and chap. 5, sec. “Talaat, Palestine, 
and Zionism”). Discussion of research and historiographical 
issues permeate the entire narrative and the endnotes.
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Istanbul, 1915: A Revolutionist 

Heading an Empire

It was spring 1915. Let us zoom in on the office of Talaat Bey, 
the minister of the interior, in the building known as the Sub-
lime Porte, the seat of the government in the historical center of 
the European side of the Ottoman capital, Istanbul— then often 
still referred to by its historical name, Constantinople.

Married with a Cause

Talaat was bulky but not fat, a tall man with wide shoulders, a 
broad face, black eyes, bushy eyebrows, and black hair (which 
turned gray in 1918). Physically and mentally, he was an impos-
ing figure. His office was a big and relatively light room, particu-
larly notable for the several telephones on his desk. At times he 
also gave his orders from the telegraph in his home office.

He was married to Hayriye Hanım and had no children (he 
had learned from his doctor that he could not father a child; see 
chap. 3, sec. “Sobered, Disturbed, Depressed”). He lived instead 
in a symbolic marriage— or passionate concubinage— with 
his cause: Make Turkey strong again! Somewhat puzzlingly, 
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he asserted himself as a Muslim of Turkish descent, a “son of 
empire,” and a patriotic revolutionist. “We must win back our 
old strength, our old influence,” he told the Germans in late 
1915.1 He and his friends pursued a “great national ideal,” as they 
called it, informed by Ottoman imperial glory and contempo-
rary ethnoreligious nationalism (not the socialism inspired by 
Marx nor the universal positivism in Auguste Comte’s sense).

Theorists of modern revolutions might therefore identify 
Talaat as an imperially biased right- wing revolutionary (or 
rather “revolutionist,” in the terminology of this study, and 
to be distinguished from a value- based right- wing stance). 
Psychologists, in turn, might find him addicted to power— 
compensation, perhaps, for having been deprived of children 
and family. Power was “the dearest thing that he had known,” he 
confessed a few days before being killed in Berlin in 1921, adding 
that “one could have too much of a good thing.”2 He was the 
only grand vizier who ascended, step- by- step, to power from 
below— from subversive opposition to continuous member-
ship in parliament and ministries in different cabinets. From 
summer 1913, Mehmed Talaat (both names are forenames; 
Ottoman Muslims did not have surnames) was the actual head 
of the government, even if he was promoted to grand vizier, 
with the honorific title of “Pasha” only in 1917. Before, he was 
only “Bey.”

He owed his predominance to his strong position within the 
Committee of Union and Progress (CUP), a primarily conspir-
atoral party organization directed by the Central Committee. 
It had its headquarters on Nur- i Osmaniye Street, a few min-
utes’ walk from the Sublime Porte on one side and the Hagia 
Sophia cathedral (transformed into a mosque after the Turk-
ish conquest of Constantinople in 1453) and the Sultanahmed 
Mosque on the other, and next to the house in the Yerebatan 
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neighborhood where Talaat lived with his wife. Komiteci (or 
komitacı) is the Turkish name for a member of a conspiratory 
committee of revolutionists. The CUP was the foremost orga-
nization within a broad Young Turk movement that had begun 
as an opposition force against Sultan Abdulhamid II, the last 
ruling sultan of Ottoman history. Talaat’s cause was the Central 
Committee’s cause and— as he, at least, maintained— the cause 
of “the people,” the Turkish nation, and of Islam.3

After their putsch in 1913, the CUP Central Committee alone 
dictated politics and the allocation of ministries. When the 
committee had organized the Young Turk Revolution of 1908 
(see chap. 2, secs. “Talaat’s Lead on the Road” and “Under the 
Shadow”; chap. 3, sec. “The Ottoman Spring”), it could only 
partly control politics. In the aftermath of the autocratic rule 
of Sultan Abdulhamid II, it had been inclined to democracy. 
The CUP then had even allied with the main Armenian party, 
the Armenian Revolutionary Federation (ARF). Publically, 
then, both groups pursued the common goal of establishing 
constitutional rule.4 A longtime Central Committee member 
and an experienced administrator, Talaat used his networks to 
concentrate power, to impose policies, and to organize action. 
It was he who had principally prepared the putsch of 1913; the 
same is true for the reconquest of Edirne in the same year dur-
ing the Second Balkan War, which won him and the CUP huge 
prestige among patriots.

Ever since his childhood in Edirne (the early Ottoman capi-
tal in European Turkey), Talaat had an emotional attachment 
to the Selimiye Mosque (see chap. 2, sec. “From Edirne”). It 
recalled past glory, although the mosque’s sponsor, the late 
sixteenth- century sultan Selim II (“the drunkard”), stood for 
imperial decadence. His grandfather and namesake, Selim I 
“the grim” (yavuz), however, provided a strong role model for 
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the Young Turks and served as the party’s patron saint. In a sim-
ilar vein, the Young Turks, most of whom hailed from the Bal-
kans, understood themselves as superior “sons of con querors” 
(Evlad- ı Fatihan), within a geography that had remained largely 
Christian.5 Tellingly, after his forefathers’ conquest of Western 
Asia Minor and the Balkans, in the early sixteenth century, 
Selim I had not only conquered Eastern Asia Minor, Syria, and 
Egypt but also waged war against domestic adversaries called 
Kızılbaş, today better known under the general designation 
of Alevis.

Alevis did not (and do not) identify with orthodox Sunni 
or imperial Islam but did have sympathies with premodern 
 Shiite Iran, and had connections to Bektashi heterodoxy, a 
well- established religious network in the early Ottoman world.6 
Talaat’s nation, in contrast, was tantamount to Turkish- speaking 
Muslims relying on the Ottoman state. But while his political 
roots lay in the Ottoman power organization based on Selim I’s 
achievements, Bektashism played a role even for Talaat, since 
its tekke (cloisters) had offered a safe niche for dissidents under 
Abdulhamid and cultivated a more liberal spirit than the Sunni 
orthodoxy that the sultan demanded. After the ascendance of 
Turkish nationalism in the early 1910s, a few CUP intel lectuals 
tried to co- opt Alevis and Bektashis, purporting that they were 
the true bearers of Turkishness in language and in habits, who 
had resisted assimilation to the surrounding Kurdish tribes 
and to Arab-  and Persian- influenced imperial culture. But this 
modestly successful CUP flirtation with Alevism scandalized 
conservative Sunni Muslims.7

War and the patriotic call to fight for the nation is political 
tender in times of crisis, if enough people follow the call. Talaat 
had applied this maneuver during a deep CUP crisis on the eve 
of the Balkan Wars in September 1912, for Edirne’s reconquest 
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in 1913, and again in July 1914 (see chaps. 4 and 5). Then, a 
small group around him decided to use Europe’s July crisis as 
a chance to approach Germany and to conclude, finally (after 
several frustrated attempts in the months and years before), an 
alliance with a European Great power. Talaat embraced war as 
a game- changer, although this was a gamble with high stakes 
and even higher risks.

The secret treaty on 2 August 1914 demanded active war from 
Turkey. Henceforth, an ambitious world war agenda dominated 
politics. Although the German- speaking war minister Enver 
Pasha, an iconic military hero of the 1908 revolution, appeared 
as the figurehead during these plots, Talaat pulled the strings. 
Contrary to traditional wisdom, he was not less in command 
of the CUP’s notorious paramilitary forces than Enver. This 
“Special Organization” prepared a war of conquest into the 
Caucasus and actually made raids from August 1914 onward. 
He was also centrally involved in the proposition to the Ger-
man ally in October 1914 to launch a naval attack on the Black 
Sea to provoke open war with Russia. Only then did the world 
know for sure of the Turkish- German alliance. In his memoirs, 
written in 1919, Talaat misleads the reader to believe that he was 
not aware of the planned aggression. What he wrote after defeat 
served as a vindication in his larger, ongoing political struggle 
in exile (see chap. 6).8

“On first impression, this is a lucid mind”  

(April 1915)

Behind the desk at the Ministry of the Interior in mid- April 
1915 was a forty- one- year- old man who impressed his freshly 
arrived German visitor, journalist Emil Ludwig, with his energy, 
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willpower, and the striking aura of a self- made man.9 Talaat was 
very active, yet at the same time, he was apparently friendly and 
approachable. He signed documents and made telephone calls 
while carrying on his conversation with Ludwig. From time to 
time, secretaries entered and exited the room. Talaat’s smile and 
charm, even under stress, were famous. Upon meeting Talaat 
for the first time, Ludwig (soon to gain renown as biographer 
of powerful politicians) already had a penetrating view of the 
man: “At first sight this is a lucid mind. But behind it, within 
him, there is a subdued daemonic temper chained up.”

A British deputy who had known Talaat from a few encoun-
ters wrote in 1921, shortly after the former grand vizier was killed 
in Berlin, “I only know that he was, in himself, fearless, and any-
one who, like myself, only knew him superficially found him to 
be kindly and with a singular charm.”10 Interacting within the 
function of his political goals, Talaat often joked, in cold blood, 
about unresolved issues or, enjoying his power, at times teased 
his CUP friends and ministers.11 He had the ability to quickly 
spot psychological weakness in people, including European 
diplomats, yet he knew little beyond the universe of the CUP, 
the political home that he had guided since late 1912. In meet-
ings, he was convivial and sociable, his personality dominating 
the situation.

Indeed, behind the smile was a brain that planned, con-
structed, and carried out what would be called one of the most 
monstrous political acts of the twentieth century: the extermi-
nation of the Ottoman Armenians. Many others have noted 
Talaat’s charm and his capacity to humor the people who came 
to him. At times he combined this charm with melancholy— 
the melancholy of a man presiding over a crumbling empire— 
which made him likable, particularly to the Germans, and 
mollified even angry friends in his presence. For Talaat, sadness 
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served as a weapon. In addition to this, he was an emotional 
person and wept at times, for example, at a ceremony in a sol-
dier cemetery or after the death of Sultan Mehmed V.12 Sly, per-
haps, rather than intelligent and farsighted, he possessed the 
emotional and social qualities of a networker, a strong instinct 
for power, and an excellent memory, which tended toward the 
vengeful. “Why did we enter the war?” Talaat asked rhetori-
cally, in order to shape Ludwig’s flattering report in the Berliner 

Tageblatt (Berlin Daily); he answered his own question with a 
CUP mantra: “We had to reestablish our independence, and we 
were sure that we would achieve this best at Germany’s side.”

More than the other Great powers, Wilhelminian Germany 
was attracted, politically and culturally, to Turkey.13 During the 
war, Germany was ready to adopt a laissez- faire approach vis- 
à- vis Turkey’s men of radical action and demolitionist domes-
tic policy, at times fascinated by them. Germany’s interest in 
re- empowering Ottoman Turkey— and its noninterference in 
its ally’s domestic policies— were essential for Talaat’s designs. 
This was particularly true in order to have “a free hand” in what 
he called “the national struggle for survival” against his fellow 
Armenian citizens.14 Social Darwinism— a belief in a deathly 
“fight for survival,” as interpreted from Darwinist notions like 
“survival of the fittest” and applied to human society— played a 
seminal role during World War I in general and for CUP mem-
bers in particular.

On 24 April 1915, Talaat sent circulars to his provincial gov-
ernors and a long telegram to Enver, the vice commander of 
the Ottoman army. (The sultan was the nominal commander.) 
In them, Talaat defined the current domestic situation as a 
general Armenian insurrection. He evoked the specter of a 
Russian- backed Armenian autonomy in Eastern Asia Minor, 
where Turkey risked losing the war. Neither his circulars nor 
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his memoirs mention that he and his friends had prepared and 
started the war in the East in August 1914 (see chap. 5).15 Their 
aim? To restore Turkey’s strength and full sovereignty, abol-
ish internationally monitored reforms for the crisis- ridden 
Kurdish- Armenian eastern provinces, and reconquer territory 
lost decades ago in the Caucasus and beyond.

Since the mid- nineteenth century, in the eastern provinces 
unrest had accompanied lack of security and justice. Diplomacy 
called the issue “the Armenian Question” and considered it an 
essential part of the modern “Eastern Question”: What could 
or should be the future of the Ottoman Empire— which is the 
future of the Near East— and what should Europe do about 
it?16 A main stumbling block for any easy answers was the Otto-
man non- Muslims’ demand for equality. It met fierce opposi-
tion by local lords and Sunni leaders, particularly in Eastern 
Asia Minor, where non- Muslims were still regarded as zimmi, 
obliged to respect Muslim hegemony in state and society. The 
Armenians, the most vocal group demanding reforms, were 
denigrated as agents of foreign Christian powers who wanted 
to rule over them. Young Armenian activists spread ideas of 
social revolutionary change, sought foreign backing, and began 
to coordinate self- defense tactics. About 100,000 Armenians, 
mostly men, were massacred in 1895, and roughly another 
20,000 in April 1909, by gangs organized in mosques who con-
nived with or were supported by state officials and local nota-
bles. Islamist discourse by various authorities— as an honest, 
though solitary, Kurdish historian in the 1970s reminded us— 
had publicly incited Muslims to kill the gavur (non- Muslim) 
en masse and made killing a duty to the ummah (community 
of Muslims).17

To forestall collapsing entirely within its periphery, the state 
had to conspire with and co- opt violent reactionary forces. The 
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Great powers, in turn, lacked viable common ground and failed 
to act. They were paralyzed, not only by imperialist competition 
but also by their fear that the collapse of the state would lead 
to dangerous geostrategic conflicts and seriously affect their 
economical investments and interests. Ottoman diplomacy 
under Sultan Abdulhamid II exploited this constellation, and 
the state did not prosecute domestic mass crimes, which he had 
largely condoned, except for their repercussions abroad.18 Dur-
ing World War I, the situation further worsened. Though the 
government had signed a reform plan for Eastern Asia Minor 
in February 1914, war and German acquiescence allowed Talaat 
to suspend it, and, by the end of 1914, to abrogate it completely.

Talaat had convinced himself that reforms would ultimately 
lead to the region’s autonomy and possibly to territorial loss, 
as in the recent case of Macedonia. (In that case however, 
Talaat’s purposeful warmongering during autumn 1912, as well 
as long- standing deficits in the administration, had played a 
role.) The loss of almost all of European Turkey in 1912– 13 had 
converted him and his friends into radical partisans of a fresh 
Turkish nationalism. This new current dismissed any residual 
belief in Ottoman multinational coexistence and claimed Asia 
Minor as a “Turkish home/homeland” (Türk Yurdu), and let 
itself simultaneously become obsessed by Ziya Gökalp’s expan-
sive vision of “Turan.” It assumed the successful assimilation 
of non- Turkish Muslims, particularly Kurds, but not of Otto-
man Christians. Such ambitious goals of social transformation, 
as well as imperial restoration and expansion, could only be 
achieved through war. Dreams of conquest toward Turan via 
the Caucasus region were extremely popular among young 
elites, foremost military officers, from August 1914, but saw 
catastrophic frustration in late 1914. They were revived, how-
ever, when czarist Russia collapsed in 1917.
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———

On 24 April 1915 Talaat decided to end the Armenian Question 
once and for all, after meeting with CUP friends and receiving 
suggestions from young, radical governors in the East during 
the days and weeks before (see chap. 5). Although quite open 
to the Armenians after the constitutional revolution of 1908, 
he now fanatically hated and deeply feared them as the main 
obstacle to his personal ambitions and a Turkish future that he 
no longer conceived as related to the principles of the Ottoman 
constitution. In his circular, he ordered the arrest of the Arme-
nian elite. Actually, he was suspicious of all non- Muslim groups 
with political projects, and of the Zionists as well. During din-
ner with US ambassador Henry Morgenthau on the same day, 
he expressed the conviction that “they [the Zionists] are mis-
chievous” and that “it is their [the CUP rulers’] duty to get rid 
of them.” The German ambassador Hans von Wangenheim told 
Morgenthau three days later that “he would help Zionists but 
not Armenians.”19 And, in fact, Germany protected Jews but 
not Armenians. With his 24 April 1915 orders, Talaat even sur-
rendered former political friends to interrogation, torture, and, 
in most cases, murder. Before killing those arrested, the security 
apparatus, a part of his ministry, extorted confessions to prove 
that there was a general Armenian conspiracy.20 In fact, there 
was no conspiracy. But in Talaat’s calculated conspiracy theory, 
which was spread during spring 1915, there was.

Many former political companions, now victims, could not 
believe that Talaat had become their persecutor. It was to him 
that they appealed for help as they were led to trial and death.21 
The lawyer and writer Krikor Zohrab, his longtime political 
partner and an internationally renowned Ottoman cross- bench 
deputy, had been exempted from the arrests of Saturday night, 
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24 April 1915. Together with the Armenian patriarch and two 
other representatives, he visited Talaat on Sunday morning 
and urged him to liberate the prisoners, but found him inflex-
ible: “All Armenians who verbally, by written word, or by their 
actions have worked or can one day work for the construction 
of Armenia are considered enemies of the state.”22 A day later, 
Zohrab sent Talaat a memorandum in which he complained 
that not only had the original statement wrongly indicated that 
those arrested would be released but that no news could be 
obtained on those arrested.23

Like his Central Committee friend Ziya Gökalp, a very influ-
ential spiritual father of Turkish nationalism, Talaat embraced a 
state- centric Muslim Turkism, refused the idea of a social con-
tract, and rejected regionally rooted democracy. Instead, both 
men favored unitary, authoritarian centralization. Gökalp’s 
modernizing ideology, called “idealism” (mefkûrecilik, from 
Gökalp’s seminal term mefkûre, “ideal”) by its adepts, was in 
fact political messianism. Underestimated, and almost over-
looked by historians, except for twentieth- century Armenian 
scholars,24 the alliance of Talaat and Gökalp played a seminal 
role in the cataclysmic disruption of the late Ottoman Middle 
East. It impacted Europe, especially Germany, where Gökalp 
was praised as the ingenious founder of Turkish nationalism 
and a great historic figure.

Radical party politics was combined with transformative 
political thought (Gökalp) and practice (Talaat) during the 
Ottoman cataclysm. Fragile seeds of a more modest but con-
sensual and pluralist state-  and nation- rebuilding plan based 
on Ottoman constitutionalism were thus destroyed. German 
orientalists of the early interwar period noted both Gökalp’s 
implication in Islamist reform currents and that he was simul-
taneously a Turkish enthusiast who had “got drunk . . . with the 
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ideal of the ‘great eternal country Turan.’ ” Orientalists turned 
into Turcologists, and many positively greeted nationalism 
based on Islam and Turkdom, thus banishing from their dis-
cipline the hitherto most important contributors to Ottoman 
Turcology in Europe: the Armeniens. Gökalp was rightly recog-
nized as the spiritual father of Turkish nationalism and praised 
as a master of a “popular philosophy” that had “proved itself so 
brilliantly during the last war.”25

Fraught but in Top Form:  

Toward a Communion in Crime

On 27 May 1915, Emil Ludwig visited Talaat a second time.26 
Talaat’s frame of mind was excellent. Two and a half months 
before, quite the contrary had been the case. But the first Otto-
man victory that thwarted an attack on Istanbul— Churchill’s 
attempted naval breakthrough at the Dardanelles on 18 March— 
had greatly lifted the mood of a government that, during winter 
1914– 15, had suffered heavy defeats in the Caucasus, Northern 
Iran, Southern Iraq, and at the Suez Canal. The press of the 
Entente countries and neutrals were then vocal in their pleas for 
internationally protected Armenian autonomy.27 The victory 
on 18 March 1915 against the Entente inspired CUP “brothers” 
(as they mutually called themselves) not only with a new self- 
reliance but also with an arrogant and brutal chauvinism, as the 
Austrian general Joseph Pomiankowski, a frequent companion 
of Enver Pasha, noted.28

Chauvinism then merged with daredevilry. Determina-
tion crystallized among the CUP radicals in the capital and in 
the eastern provinces; they decided that this was the oppor-
tune moment to end the Armenian Question by terminating 
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Armenian existence. Talaat produced security arguments 
regarding the eastern front against Russia. The main underlying 
reason given for the action, however, was the will to “free” Asia 
Minor from any Armenian claims. In a comprehensive strat-
egy of the war, in which the imperial revolutionists perceived 
interior and exterior fronts, he was confident of achieving a 
bone- crushing victory against the domestic adversary. He had 
embraced total war as a total war– jihad since August 1914 and 
understood it to be waged on all sides. He had already achieved 
tremendous success in June 1914, when CUP gangs expelled 
more than 150,000 Orthodox Christians (so- called Rûm), Otto-
man citizens from the region of İzmir, at the Aegean to the near 
islands and then Greece. By mid- July 1915, he boasted as hav-
ing “accomplished more in three months about crushing the 
Armenians than Abdul Hamid could do in thirty- seven years.”29

In May 1915, everybody was busy with the struggle for the 
Ottoman capital. Only a few hours after mass arrests had com-
menced, the Entente had begun to invade Gallipoli on the 
morning of 25 April 1915. While the Ottoman army resisted 
successfully, the repelling of Entente forces was led by German 
generals and supported by German experts and submarines. 
During an interview with Ludwig, Talaat showed himself to 
be utterly self- confident: “Nobody will break through the Dar-
danelles.” He did not fear Italy’s possible entrance into war or 
the outbreak of war in the Balkans. He felt sure of winning his 
“domestic war” against not only the Rûm but also the Arme-
nians. He had already sent a letter on 16 May to the grand vizier 
that detailed how his Ministry of the Interior had settled more 
than 250,000 Muslim refugees at the places from which the 
Rûm had been expelled. Talaat was becoming a pioneering 
demographic engineer, as his notebook, with his fastidious sta-
tistical accounting, testifies.30
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Talaat also exhibited utter self- confidence regarding global 
history, as is evident in his introduction to the Ottoman transla-
tion of Karl Helfferich’s analysis of how World War I had broken 
out. In this piece, dated 14 May 1915, the Ottoman leader entirely 
identified with the view on contemporary history of this aca-
demically trained and sharp- tongued advocate of German 
Weltpolitik and a future leader of the German Far Right. Con-
veniently for Talaat, Treasury secretary Helfferich, with apo-
dictic certainty, blamed Russia for the war and declared France 
and Britain complicit, while the Central powers only defended 
themselves against arsonists of the Entente. “In this way, the 
responsibilities become fully evident; in my opinion, there is 
not even any task left to later historiography,” Talaat concluded. 
Two years later, Grand Vizier Talaat was offered a reception in 
Helfferich’s house in Berlin.31 They had known each other well 
since the aftermath of 1908, when Helfferich, former director 
of the Anatolian Railway and now chairman of the Deutsche 
Bank, and journalist Paul Weitz organized propaganda and, in 
Helfferich’s words, “baksheesh,” besides “advances ad libitum” 
to persuade the CUP. It had initially shown reserve vis- à- vis 
Germany because of its courtship of Sultan Abdulhamid II.32

After the attack on the Armenian elite, Talaat prepared the 
main act: to send an entire people group into the desert in 
Syria. The day before Ludwig’s second visit, Talaat had deliv-
ered a long letter to Grand Vizier Said Halim, a CUP member 
but less influential than Talaat and Enver. This letter on 26 May 
1915 presents the evacuation of the Armenians as a compre-
hensive and definitive solution of a vital question for the Otto-
man state. While the long sentences are tortuous to read, their 
authoritative articulation leaves no room for doubt concerning 
Talaat’s goal of pursuing a project that breached the constitu-
tion and Ottoman laws, even if it feigned a resettlement of the 



A  R e v o l u t i o n i s t  H e a d i n g  a n  E m p i r e  15

removed people, the protection of their rights, and a limited 
removal from war zones (he then already intended the country-
wide removal of the Armenians).33

Urged on by Enver and Talaat, the cabinet decreed a pro-
visional law on 27 May that permitted the army to “crush any 
opposition” and, in case of suspicion, to “dispatch individually 
or collectively, and to resettle elsewhere, the inhabitants of vil-
lages and towns.”34 It did not name the Armenian target, in con-
trast to a much more detailed decree of 30 May. This decree 
again bore Talaat’s mark and repeated whole passages from his 
26 May letter.35 He acted in defiance of the Entente declaration 
on 24 May 1915, which warned the members of the Ottoman 
government that they would be held personally responsible 
for “crimes against humanity.” (This is the first time the term 
was used in high politics.)36 Talaat reacted to this international 
admonition by extending the responsibility to the whole cabi-
net, thus producing a fundamental communion in crime.

Talaat often acted before he informed his peers or sought 
the consent of formal superiors or the cabinet as a whole, and 
before laws were made that sanctioned the deeds. On 18 and 23 
May, he had already instructed the governor of Erzurum and the 
governors of Van and Bitlis— three provinces included in the 
reform plan signed in February 1914— to chase the Armenian 
population toward the south. At the same time, he had briefed 
the governors on the resettlement of Muslim refugees from the 
lost Balkan provinces into the houses that the Armenians had 
“abandoned.”37 Hence, during three months, beginning in the 
East, caravans of Armenian women, children, and men (those 
not drafted) dragged their way through Asia Minor. They were 
exposed to privation, spoliation, massacre, and repeated rape 
of women and children, girls and boys. Most men in the East 
were killed before departure. The comprehensive spoliation of 
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the Armenians profited the state materially, but it also enriched 
notables, a great number of neighbors, and occasional robbers. 
Crime went hand in hand with the corruption of a countrywide 
miscreant regime.

That Thursday, 27 May 1915, as Ludwig left Talaat’s office, he 
saw twenty or so employees prostrating themselves for prayer. 
Although Talaat could rarely join in due to lack of time, he par-
ticipated in the public prayers (namaz) on Friday. According to 
his wife, every morning he recited the Al- Fath (Victory or Tri-
umph), the forty- eighth surah in the Koran. At times there are 
elements of pious rhetoric in his diverse letters, although little 
elaboration. In discussions with the sheykhulislam (the head 
of the religious administration) Mustafa Hayri, who was also a 
member of the CUP’s Central Committee, he insisted that he 
was a good Muslim. He had been the first to approvingly shake 
the hand of the fetva commissioner after the latter had read the 
legal document (fetva) written by Hayri declaring jihad on 14 
November 1914. He both identified with and used Islam to sup-
port his power, even in April 1909, when he had extorted a fetva 
in order to dethrone Abdulhamid (see chap. 3).38

Hayri was at odds with Talaat’s radicalism and rudeness, 
but, like a small number of other CUP representatives who 
felt similarly, was neither able nor willing to confront him seri-
ously. In contrast to Hayri, Talaat did not see the salvation of 
the precarious state by a reformed Muslim union. He preferred 
to transform state and society simultaneously, as suggested by 
the ideas of Gökalp. In the Central Committee, Hayri accused 
Gökalp of putting Turkism over Islam and resented the fact that 
this adversary enjoyed more influence than he did.39 According 
to Gökalp’s vision, leaders had to cull bad elements from soci-
ety and graft on new ones. Once the renewed society acquired 
Western science and civilization, it would not only realize 
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the superiority of Islam and the Turkish race and culture but 
also become a unitary body, a country in which, in Gökalp’s 
words, “every individual has the same ideal, language, habit, 
religion. . . . Its sons ache to give their lives at its frontier!”40

Gökalp proclaimed a messiah named “Turan,” which did not 
stand for a person but for a compelling myth of an “enormous 
and eternal fatherland,” to be conquered across the Caucasus. 
In the first months of World War I, Turan galvanized young, 
“idealist” CUP officers into a pan- Turkist conquest of the Cau-
casus and beyond. They felt it their mission to save Turkic Mus-
lims from Russia’s yoke. In various rhymes Gökalp proclaimed 
jihad and his shrill prophecy in early August 1914: “Russia will 
collapse and be ruined / Turkey will expand and be Turan!”41 
All too quickly, exalted Turan turned into a frustrated monster 
after the disaster of Enver’s Caucasus offensive at Sarıkamış in 
January 1915. “The road to Turan,” however, remained sugges-
tive and present, also in telegrams of Talaat’s subordinates.42

Relying on Germany

The term “genocide” did not exist before the lawyer Raphael 
Lemkin coined it. After years of campaigning by Lemkin, 
“genocide” entered the legal vocabulary of the United Nations 
General Assembly on 9 December 1948 as General Assembly 
Resolution 260 (the Convention on the Prevention and Pun-
ishment of the Crime of Genocide). Lemkin’s original inspira-
tion in pursuing legal means to prosecute war criminals was 
inspired by the actions of Talaat, the demolitionist at the head 
of the Ottoman Empire who had anticipated genocide by actu-
ally committing it. Talaat used the Armenian genocide to form 
a united Turkish- Muslim body and polity in Asia Minor. Lem-
kin learned essential information about Talaat while following 



18 C h a p t e r  1

the trial of his assassin, Soghomon Tehlirian, in Berlin in 1921 
(Tehlirian was found not guilty and released). Supported by 
German friends and in coordination with Mustafa Kemal 
(Atatürk), who led the Turkish nationalist struggle for Asia 
Minor after war defeat, Talaat had continued to agitate in 
Europe after escaping Ottoman postwar justice against war 
criminals (see chap. 6).43

Before “culling bad elements from society,” that is, destroying 
a stigmatized people, a critical barrier had to be overcome in 
spring 1915: possible German interposition. Potential shocks to 
the alliance had to be tamped down until the deed became irre-
versible and, according to the military logic of alliance, Germany 
fully invested in denying or downplaying what had happened. 
On 31 May 1915, one day after his detailed removal decree, Talaat 
sent Enver to the German ambassador Wangenheim. Enver was 
not only German- speaking and the darling of the German press 
and court but also the intimate friend of the Turkish- speaking 
captain Hans Humann, a frequent interlocutor, advisor, critic 
of Wangenheim, and Turcophile hard- liner. In very polite and 
trivializing terms, Enver demanded understanding for the need 
and support of the project “to evacuate a few subversive fami-
lies from centers of insurrection.” A few Armenian schools and 
newspapers would also be closed, but Turkey’s existence, dear to 
Germany and German ambitions to Weltgeltung (global stand-
ing), was at risk. Wangenheim acquiesced.44

On 1 June 1915, Krikor Zohrab, a member of parliament once 
thought to be on excellent terms with Talaat, asked Talaat and 
Midhat Şükrü (Bleda), a Central Committee member and the 
CUP’s secretary- general, one last time for an explanation of the 
arrests and the anti- Armenian policy. 45 Talaat retorted that he 
didn’t need to give an account for anything to anybody. “But 
to me, in the status of an Armenian deputy,” Zohrab insisted. 
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As a response to a power- holder who detached himself from 
basic human norms, this answer was proof of a personality still 
anchored in an Ottoman constitutional period that was now to 
be irrevocably revoked, together with Ottoman society itself. 
One day later, Zohrab was arrested by order of Talaat and sent 
to Diyarbekir, ostensibly for court- martial, but he was brutally 
assassinated on the road by CUP killers. On the road from the 
Baghdad hotel in Konya, Zohrab had sent Talaat a long, heart-
breaking but dignified and well- pondered letter. It stands to 
this day as a monument of a man with spirit— an outstanding 
Armenian author, arguably the best Ottoman- speaking orator 
in the parliament— wanting to live versus being eager to kill 
for power.46

Wangenheim soon regretted his rapid acquiescence to Enver, 
but Talaat had won the time he needed to set into motion the 
administrative machine of deportation. The collective target-
ing of Armenians released and spurred anti- Christian hate and 
cupidity in broad parts of society— though not everywhere. 
Yezidis and Alevis in remote regions, and individuals in differ-
ent places, offered asylum. On 10 June 1915, the German vice- 
consul in Mosul reported to Wangenheim horrible massacres 
of deportees from the neighboring province of Diyarbekir. 
A high number of corpses and cut body parts floated on the 
Tigris.47 Immediately, Wangenheim interrogated Talaat, who 
answered, “We liberate ourselves from the Armenians to be a 
better ally for you, freed from weakness induced by a domestic 
enemy.” Below, on the same page on which Humann reports 
these words, he added his own opinion: “The Armenians are 
now exterminated grosso modo because of their conspiracy 
with the Russians. This is hard, but useful.”48

Humann gives a foretaste of an exterminatory National 
Socialism that has more to do with the German experience 
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and perception of genocide in Turkey than popular history has 
revealed.49 Anti- Semite and anti- Levantine, he identified with 
the “idealism,” ambition, and methods of his powerful friend 
Enver. Wilhelminian elites largely cherished the idea that a sys-
tematically reempowered Turkey would be the key to German 
hegemony in Europe and Western Asia, and consequently to 
German global power. Humann used his relations and copro-
duced myths of German and Turkish power to boost his own 
career. Though from a cultivated and cosmopolitan family, dur-
ing World War I (and afterward) he admired brutal energy and 
will in the service of national power. Wangenheim got on his 
nerves when “all the time lamenting [about the treatment of the 
Armenians], much to the disadvantage of our political inter-
est,” now that the ambassador understood the comprehensive 
dimension of the extermination. The paradox between culture 
and nature in social Darwinist terms penetrated much of the 
contemporary German elite. An expert on Turkey and a friend 
of the Armenians, Johannes Lepsius stood for the other side.50

Soon thereafter, Wangenheim, the representative of the Wil-
helminian empire in Istanbul, who had had reasons to deem 
himself superior to Talaat, collapsed. Strokes killed him in 
October, after he had finally tried to convince himself of the 
inevitability of Talaat’s policy and even proposed, inspired 
by proposals of Zionist Alfred Nossig’s circle, to replace the 
removed Armenians with Jews from Poland. Nevertheless, 
he had never consented to more than limited removals; thus, 
German diplomacy remained, in principle, committed to the 
return of the Armenian survivors and restitution of their prop-
erty.51 Even if at first against his will, Wangenheim had made 
the Turkish- German war alliance his own project— a product 
of haste, emergency, and gamble. Committee advances after 
mid- July 1914 had offered Germany the sudden possibility of 
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having Turkey at its side. This shaped German war psychology 
and planning for the future, while, in late July, war was still only 
a possibility, not a reality. Hence, both governments depended 
on each other in a mutual war gamble. Thereafter, Wangen-
heim courted the CUP men of action, but for “higher” strategic 
reasons; he ignored the warnings and cries for help from the 
Armenian side since late 1914. He had himself written the draft 
for the apologetic Ottoman answer to the Entente declaration 
of 24 May 1915. Joint propaganda efforts of denial intensified 
in August 1915 and continued until 1918. It took until 2016 for 
German politics to acquire the maturity to officially call the 1915 
deed by its name.52

In terms of political strategy, Talaat’s Turkey was advantaged, 
because Germany’s aspiration to dominance in Europe and 
Weltgeltung remained based on vague concepts. It cherished 
the idea of a German Central Europe with a zone of influence 
reaching into the Ottoman world and beyond. Only after the 
collapse of czarist Russia did it refocus on Eastern Europe. In 
contrast, right from the eve of World War I, Talaat possessed 
a concrete, minimal goal: the preservation of CUP power and 
the establishment of national sovereignty, at least in a secure 
Turkish- Muslim home in Asia Minor. Despite defeat in World 
War I, Turkey achieved this goal under Mustafa Kemal Pasha, 
defied Western diplomacy, and was therefore envied by its 
former senior partner.53 Muhittin Birgen (1885– 1959), one of 
Talaat’s former counselors and journalistic mouthpieces, wrote 
in the 1930s, “If Talaat, who died as a Turk, would today again 
wake up and see Turkey, he would not be sad at all that he had 
died already at a young age!” For him, Talaat had accomplished 
the all- decisive conversion from an Ottoman to a modern Turk-
ish and Muslim identity, the precondition for a restored Turk-
ish sovereignty.54
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“The people are the garden, we are its gardener”

Talaat became grave when Ludwig asked him, during a third 
visit on 18 August 1915, if the persecution of the Armenians 
would not damage the economy. He answered, “Yes, a bit. But 
we will rapidly replace the empty spots with Turks.” Then he 
talked of proof of a general conspiracy. “We are not cruel, only 
energetic.”55 (As ever, they conversed in French, the global lan-
guage of education, culture, and diplomacy in the early twenti-
eth century, and also in the late Ottoman world.) In fact, Asia 
Minor had by this point largely lost its most educated, industri-
ous, and agriculturally productive population. “The people are 
the garden, we are its gardener,” Gökalp had stated before the 
war. In retrospect, Midhat Şükrü justified the extermination by 
what he called the contagious mental illness of the Armenians. 
Others, such as military doctor Mehmed Reşid, the governor 
of Diyarbekir and Talaat’s direct subordinate, compared the 
Armenians to bandits and microbes to be eliminated.56

Talaat promoted radicals and corrupt subordinates, and trans-
ferred or demoted those in his administration who dared to help 
the persecuted people or who refused his orders. Though relying 
on these subordinates to promote his policies, he cultivated for 
himself the image of an incorruptible patriot. In contrast, several 
governors, notables, and Muslim leaders preserved their human-
ity, and a few therefore lost their lives. But all in all, they were a 
small minority.57 Within the Central Committee, Talaat allowed 
the extremist members to have the upper hand, notably, the 
military doctors Selanikli Nâzım and Bahaeddin Şakir. When 
Mehmed Cavid, his close companion for a decade, came back 
to Istanbul in August 1915 after several months in Europe, he 
was deeply appalled by the “monstrous murder and enormous 
dimension of brutality that Ottoman history had never known 
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before, even in its darkest periods. . . . You managed to destroy 
not only the political existence but the life itself of a whole 
[Armenian] people,” he silently accused the  committee— in 
his diary.58 Beyond this confession, Cavid was not able to react 
against the dominance of his political friend and, also, did not 
know all the facts, because Talaat communicated discreetly, 
being the soul and architect of the whole scheme.

The foolhardy removal of the Armenians, allegedly for the 
benefit of “the nation,” strengthened Talaat’s position and 
prestige. Henceforth, he was deemed the savior of the father-
land, the “man of the future,” even a prophet. “You are Noah / 
You, if you were not, this nation would be orphaned,” Gökalp 
rhapsodized in the CUP newspaper Tanin on 14 September 
1915. Churchill, by contrast, had failed miserably, forcing the 
Dardanelles to take Istanbul, and resigned from the Admiralty 

Figure 1: Not yet grand vizier, but boss in party and government, Talaat 

in late summer 1915, with Alfred Nossig and Halil and Enver Pasha (from 

Alfred Nossig, Die Türkei und ihre Führer [Halle: Otto Hendel, 1916]).
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(the leadership of the Royal Navy). “There is more blood than 
paint on these hands . . . All those thousands of men killed. We 
thought it would be a little job and so it might have been if it 
had been done the right way,” he said mid- August 1915, while 
painting, to a friend who feared that “Churchill might go mad” 
after his catastrophic failure.59

The political elite in Berlin, the German press, and a large 
segment of the public— from majoritarian socialists to  liberals 
and the militaries— also took Talaat for a respectable, if not 
admirable, leader, but in any case, “the most interesting and 
most important statesman of Turkey.” From 1915 onward, pan-
egyrics about him appeared in the German press. But when 
Ludwig visited Talaat several times in early 1916, even before 
returning to Europe, his faith in beneficial cooperation between 
both countries had faded, although his reports still repeated 
set propagandistic phrases. After one year under Talaat’s reign, 
Ludwig was alienated. He found the foundations of state and 
society “totally different” in both countries. He warned  readers 
to “beware of unrealizable expectations that would contradict 
why we help a [Turkish] nation to recover power, so that Tur-
key becomes the master in its own house.”60 In summer 1918 
only, the chancellor let Cavid and Talaat know that, as minis-
ter of finances Cavid relates, he was “saddened to see that the 
money which Germany had given us [Turks] was used to anni-
hilate Christians; [and that] this was part of the actual prob-
lems” between both governments.61

Faced with Talaat’s charm, many Germans revealed schizo-
phrenic attitudes that went hand in hand with a specific Wil-
helminian orientalism and, in consequence, a form of moral 
defeatism. Count Johann Heinrich Bernstorff, German ambas-
sador in Istanbul from 1917 and, seemingly, an upright liberal— 
afterward a member of parliament in the Weimar Republic for 
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the German Democratic Party— is a case in point. An exile 
in Switzerland, in 1936 he published his memoirs, which offer 
important insights and edifying remarks but lack analytical 
penetration and honesty. He contended that “a dainty blend 
of skepticism and slight cynism increased the charm of this 
[Talaat’s] appealing personality” of “full integrity” and that he 
“learned to venerate and love” Talaat. Yet, in the same para-
graph, he emphasized Talaat’s complicity in “the Turkish sin” 
(Bernstorff ’s term for the crime against the Armenians) and 
quoted him as saying, when he had asked him about the Arme-
nians, “What do you want? The question is finished. There are 
no more Armenians.” Contemporary correspondence shows 
that Ambassador Bernstorff did not distinguish between facts 
and propagandistic lies, thus blaming victims with easily assimi-
lated sterotypes— an aspect largely concealed in his memoirs.62

“Revolutionist Statesmanship,” 

Imperially Biased: A Prototype

Historically, it is time to understand coherencies and to be clear 
about evidence. Talaat must be considered a true pioneer. He 
instigated the first single- party experience in the twentieth 
century and imperial komitecilik (politics by a revolution-
ist committee heading an empire). He spearheaded violent 
demographic engineering commensurate with radical ethnic 
nationalism and knew how to use jihad to this effect. He went 
decidedly further than politically ambitious young men of the 
Balkans in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 
who were haunted and informed by Bulgarian and “Serbian 
ghosts.”63 Overall histories of World War I remain Eurocentric 
as long as they do not integrate the dynamics of the Ottoman 
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1910s, when the international hub of Istanbul was a proactive 
mirror of issues, ideas, and political patterns that would domi-
nate in larger Europe.

Talaat’s political biography suggests that he understood geno-
cide as a highly asymmetrical form of total war at home, one 

Figure 2: Talaat at the height of his power in his hotel in Brest- 

Litovsk, early 1918 (Wienbibliothek im Rathaus, Tagblattarchiv).
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that “compensated” for international weakness.64 An important 
background to his cataclysmic and demolitionist policy was the 
loss of Ottoman territory, power, and sovereignty, which had 
been almost continuous since the late eighteenth century. The 
diminution of the empire’s reach resulted in hundreds of thou-
sands of muhacir— Muslim refugees and migrants— mostly 
from the Balkans and the Caucasus, who had experienced per-
secution or been subjected to non- Muslim, primarily Russian, 
rule. Defeat and loss in the Balkan Wars inflicted by former 
Ottoman subjects in 1912– 13 had an immediate toxic impact on 
Ottoman political circles. The “sons of conquerors” (Evlad- ı 
Fatihan) reacted with aggressive propaganda of victimhood 
and revenge blended with conspiracy theories.

Ottoman society since the late medieval era had been poly-
ethnic and multicultural, although the state itself— its officials 
and leaders— had been Sunni Muslim since the sixteenth cen-
tury. Christians and Jews had enjoyed autonomy, wherever they 
lived in the empire, in civil, cultural, and educational affairs, 
including family law, but had little say in the affairs of the state. 
In the modern era, the hierarchical Ottoman fabric underwent 
a deep crisis when faced with Western ideas of equality and 
nationalism. The Ottoman reformers introduced the principle 
of egalitarian Ottoman plurality in the mid- nineteenth century, 
at a time when there was still slavery in the United States and 
Europeans governed, very unequally, their home countries and 
their colonies. When faced with nationalist separatism and final 
loss on the Balkans, however, the constitutional principle of 
egalitarian pluralism appeared to be utopian, even to some of 
its initial supporters.

In its place, Talaat chose homogeneous Turkish- Muslim 
“unity” without Christians in order to secure Turkish- Muslim 
sovereignty and to save the core of imperial rule. Thus, he failed 
to uphold, or willingly renounced, the principles of the 1908 
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constitution, the basis of a modern social contract, in order 
to turn Asia Minor into a national home of Muslim Turks 
by means of coercion and mass violence. The CUP’s succes-
sors were able to pursue this minimal goal successfully, even 
after defeat in World War I, thanks to the apogee of Talaat’s 
policy: the destruction of Asia Minor’s Armenians in 1915– 16 
and its posthumous completion in the mandatory population 
exchange of the 1923 Lausanne Treaty. International diplomacy, 
then, sanctioned both the previous expulsions of Ottoman 
Greek Orthodox Christians (Rûm) and, implicity, the genocide 
of 1915– 16. It endorsed Talaat.

Against this backgound, Talaat might be called a radical 
nationalist and an imperially biased revolutionist, and his pol-
icy during World War I a paradigmatic precursor to even more 
radicalized policies of this type in Central Europe in the years 
to come. It is not the use of force and its partly rational final-
ity that distinguishes this type of extreme violence from the 
violence in Europe’s colonizing enterprise since the sixteenth 
century. What marks the distinction is the inclusion of an elu-
sive imperial mythology that its perpetrators pursued in what 
they considered a Darwinian total war– jihad with the exterior 
and the interior of their state and society. The largely resentful 
character of their violence stemmed from accumulated feel-
ings of victimhood and compensating myths of ethnoreligious 
superiority. These myths were reembedded in Islamism and the 
new “Turkism” (Turkish nationalism), including pan- Turkism, 
of the early twentieth century, which Gökalp spread most 
seminally.

Once he became a more visible dictator in 1917, Talaat’s 
appearance, in uniform or not, was comparatively restrained. 
A carefully managed public image presenting a prophet- like, 
popular, but ingenious leader, surrounded by other gifted CUP 
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individuals, now joined what had formerly been the domi-
nant institutional cult of the Central Committee. (Traditional 
scholar ship generally emphasizes only this institutional cult 
of the pre- 1912 era.) But there was no personality cult around 
Talaat comparable to that of the European dictators who fol-
lowed him. Nevertheless, in the historical area of larger Europe, 
Talaat opens the age of extremes and the Europe of the dic-
tators.65 That many people described him as an engaging and 
approachable person, even as an outstanding statesman of his 
time, is a telling indicator of the zeitgeist. To approach Talaat 
successfully, a study must go beyond narratives of identifica-
tion (by nationalists, Islamists, contemporary Germans, or anti- 
Western anti- imperialists) and avoid misidentification.

Contemporaries Churchill and Talaat were well acquainted 
with each other. Both were ambitiously dedicated to empires 
that were to last only a few years in one and a few decades in the 
other. Imperial bias is a crucial factor and feature of the cataclys-
mic decade studied here, and it applied to Ottoman, German, 
French, Russian, and British politics. Nevertheless, Britain 
still stood for a liberal worldview and individual rights, while 
Talaat’s Turkey pioneered patterns of a new age of extremes 
that erased individuality. Talaat and illiberal leaders after him 
acted in the name of an all- encompassing, abstract victimhood 
of their “people,” “nation,” “class,” or, in the case of the CUP, 
“Islam.”

After Talaat’s fall, Lenin, Stalin, Mussolini, and Hitler led 
empires. All claimed to be backed by domestic majorities— “the 
people,” “the working class”— and to fight ruthless exploitation 
by foreign political, economical, and military powers that they 
saw allied to or in sympathy with domestic agents. In this way 
they justified systematic persecution of ostracized domestic 
groups. Ostracism happens in concrete, although deep- rooted, 
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contexts: Hitler became an almost total Jew- hater after World 
War I, Talaat a foremost political Armenian- hater after the First 
Balkan War. Exploitation of an industrial proletariat, victim-
hood of Caucasian and ex- Ottoman Muslims, and pervasive 
post– World War I misery in Germany and Italy were not only 
rhetorical but real. “Saviors” answered these realities, using stig-
matized scapegoats to give easy explanations for the problems 
in society and to concentrate power rapidly and ruthlessly.

The Ottoman revolutionists born in the European belle 
epoque did not long seek a modern consensual social contract. 
For them, ideology, loyalty, and the logics of a conspirational 
committee prevailed over law and rationality in domestic 
administration. This attitude, combined with war and geno-
cide, led to a pervasive rupture in the Ottoman world. Atatürk’s 
“revolution” of the 1920s did not make a break from, but built 
on, the demolitionist groundwork of its predecessors. We 
might therefore understand party leader and minister Talaat 
as a proto typical revolutionist for the post- Ottoman world: a 
partisan statesman whose legacy is traceable not only in Turkey 
but also, for example, in Iraq’s and Syria’s Baath Parties. The 
challenging gap— from a committee- led empire to functioning 
democratic states that abstain from claims to any supremacy of 
religious or ethnic groups— is still not bridged.

Bridging a Post- Ottoman Century

Hamid Kapancızâde, a high functionary who had worked in the 
Ministry of the Interior when it was headed by Talaat, noted: 
“The affair [i.e., the administration] finally derailed, the grip was 
lost and the country faced ruin. I witnessed the Pasha [Grand 
Vizier Talaat, 1917– 18] screaming once in despair and helpless-
ness, but these tears did not touch me, because several times 



A  R e v o l u t i o n i s t  H e a d i n g  a n  E m p i r e  31

he had preferred the hypocrisy and adulation of the [party] 
men to my vigorous complaints and warnings. The road that 
he pursued could not produce another outcome.” His rule “had 
preferred war to the life of the nation.”66

The Kemalists believed that Atatürk discarded the short-
comings of Talaat and the CUP. Yet Kemal Atatürk largely 
endorsed Talaat as his predecessor, not only de facto but also 
in his approving correspondence with him in 1919– 20, when 
Talaat led Turkey’s anti- Entente agitation in Europe from his 
asylum in Berlin (see chap. 6). Atatürk therefore followed the 
former legacy and obeyed its logic to a considerable extent and 
relied on Talaat’s staff— although not on Hamid, an early dis-
sident, but on young governors and devoted party members 
from Talaat’s “team.” This group accomplished a quite seamless 
transition of power from Istanbul to Ankara, thus perpetuat-
ing patterns, practices, and principles of governance across the 
country and across generations.67 Even if Kemalist breaks of 
the 1920s (foremost, the adoption of a modern Western civil 
code, the break with sharia, and the refusal of political Islam) 
remain important, the Republic of Turkey was largely founded 
on Talaat’s groundwork and Gökalp’s ideas.

Kemalist Ankara abandoned the CUP’s imperial alliance 
with and dependence on Germany. Mustafa Kemal Pasha, the 
later Atatürk, claimed distance from the CUP’s Islamism and 
cultural and political Muslim identity. The same is true for 
Ottoman imperial language. Talaat had mastered this largely 
artificial imperial idiom that was used in the administration, 
thanks to a long post- 1908 apprenticeship in the parliament and 
the Ministry of the Interior. Evolved at the court and used in 
the official correspondence, this language mirrored the imperial 
hierarchy and effaced individual agency by frequent use of the 
passive voice. All in all, it emphasized a mighty autocratic state 
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and its sovereign. This understanding did not fundamentally 
change, either with the factual disempowerment of the sultan 
in 1909 or with the abolition of the sultanate- caliphate in 1922 
and 1924. Kemal Atatürk’s fundamental texts of the 1920s are 
still composed in imperial Ottoman language, and not in his 
“purified” republican Turkish or Öz Türkçe, which was other-
wise problematic, because of his underlying belief in Turkish 
origins of human language and civilization.

Although there are no easy, direct lines, this biography 
intends to clarify the critical historical background of today’s 
cataclysms in the Levant. The term “Ottoman cataclysm” is 
used to lend a novel approach to the last Ottoman decade and 
to place this era and its actors more firmly in the center, instead 
of the periphery, of a history of larger Europe. This study ana-
lyzes the Ottoman Empire’s last dominant actor, his seminal 
alignments, and the centrality of the hub Istanbul, the Ottoman 
capital, in the catastrophe of larger Europe (or the “Old World,” 
as seen from overseas). It emphasizes seminal Ottoman devel-
opments that, though little noticed, codetermined the last years 
of Europe’s belle epoque. The historical perspective changes 
considerably if World War I is investigated from the viewpoint 
of Istanbul and its policy options, which the radical top actors 
there could embrace. Contemporary Germans knew well that 
the Ottoman capital was “a hot spot of European policy” and 
that “any shift of the European balance of power there influ-
enced the relationship of the Great powers.”68

This study delves into relevant historical context, insofar as 
it elucidates main points and strands of Talaat’s biography, and 
into plots and factions, as far as they play a role in the larger 
context, leaving aside encyclopedic data, anecdotes, or epic 
analyses of internal CUP matters. It privileges the last and least- 
explored decade of Talaat and the CUP, starting in 1912, in which 
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he emerged as the leader of the CUP after he had retrieved 
the party from its nadir on the eve of the Balkan Wars.69 He 
emerged as a demolitionist builder of a “new Turkey” on shaky 
ground, and destruction and extermination, with Talaat at the 
helm, are given their due place in this volume. The documents 
that Talaat left behind, including his memoirs, leave no doubt 
that for the CUP’s signature “political animal,” the destruction 

Map 1: The Ottoman Empire before 1878; after 1878; 1913– 14 (Egypt was 

administered by Great Britain from 1878, but it was still Ottoman before 

November 1914; Libya was invaded by Italy in 1911); 1923 (in 1939, the region 

of Antakya and Alexandretta in Northwestern Syria was added to Turkey).
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of the Armenians was crucial. Penetrating knowledge of “the 
brain and soul behind the persecution of Armenians” (in the 
words of German ambassador Paul Wolff-Metternich) is a must 
in terms of unmasking the truth concerning this genocide. War 
was Talaat’s matrix. He and his political friends had embraced 
it as a main apparatus of their politics from autumn 1912.

It is time to ponder and understand Talaat’s entire political 
biography, including its afterlife, and to overcome a hitherto 
fractionated and insufficient analysis of CUP rule in the 1910s. 
It is time to conceive of the 1910s and World War I beyond 
Eurocentric terms, bringing the Ottoman cataclysm into the 
framework of a larger Europe. We must see why generations of 
diplomats had come to believe that the 1923 Near East Treaty 
of Lausanne had solved the late Ottoman questions, although, 
endorsing Talaat’s legacy, it evidently failed to do so in a con-
structive way. Concluded by European victors of World War I 
and Turkish victors of the war for Asia Minor, not by all main 
groups involved, the Peace of Lausanne endorsed authoritarian 
rule and the “unmixing of population” according to religion. It 
seemed to have opened a new chapter for the post- Ottoman 
world, but instead it perpetuated patterns and principles of 
Talaat’s governance, even making them part of an attractive par-
adigm for law- breaking radical “solutions” far beyond Turkey.
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Patriotic Rebellion and Networking 

against Sultan Abdulhamid II

Many things made Talaat revolt against the situation in 
which he was born in Edirne in 1874, in a shrinking European 
Turkey, as did many later CUP members and Kemalists— a 
politicized male generation born in the late nineteenth cen-
tury, the European fin de siècle (permeated by the feeling of 
the near end of an age and civilization). This group was con-
trived of nearly all young Muslim state employees who were 
homeless and restless— due to the loss of Ottoman Macedo-
nia in 1913 and the state’s decay— and who sought new founda-
tions in an insecure future. Many had lost their fathers early, 
both physically and symbolically. The revolutionary members 
(komiteci) of irredentist Bulgarian, Serbian, and Greek com-
mittees in Macedonia impressed them by their patriotism and 
their intrepid activism. The young post- Ottoman nation- states, 
Bulgaria in particular, displayed self- confidence and offered an 
enviable political model.

The Young Turks, as the Ottoman oppositional party mem-
bers were called in a broad sense, could not identify with 
Sultan- Caliph Abdulhamid II. They were negatively fixated on 
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him and despised Hamidism, Abdulhamid’s system of govern-
ment, and his unassertive, artful attitude vis- à- vis Europe. For 
them, he was a despot, bigot, coward, and, above all, incapable 
of restoring Ottoman power and Ottoman pride. This was also 
true for the rebellious youths in Diyarbekir, the eastern oppo-
site of European Turkey, where Ziya Gökalp grew up. After 
1909, Gökalp became the ideological master of CUP’s Central 
Committee and Talaat’s friend. In the early 1910s, Gökalp’s gos-
pel of Turan would give voice to a new patriotic ideal for a dis-
oriented generation of imperial rebels. Before 1908, restoration 
of power and patriotic pride, along with modern constitutional 
rule, were the main goals of the opposition against Abdulha-
mid. Still far from ideological exaltation, it crystallized around 
the key terms of “liberty,” “fatherland,” and the “salvation” of 
the state.

When he was a teenager in Edirne, Talaat profoundly identi-
fied with patriotic discourse and subversion. Therefore, he was 
arrested and then exiled to Salonica, where he excelled as an 
underground networker. He acquired the identity of a Mus-
lim komiteci who was ready to spill blood in order to save the 
empire from Hamidism. Before the Young Turk Revolution, 
he was leading among the founders of the Ottoman Freedom 
Society, whose significant original name was the (Islamic) 
Crescent Committee. Though a prominent and imposing 
committee member in Salonica, Talaat stood in the shadow of 
Dr. Bahaeddin Şakir’s reorganization of the opposition in exile, 
the Committee of Progress and Union (CPU). Both commit-
tees merged in 1907. After the Young Turk Revolution in July 
1908, they resurrected the old name of the Committee of Union 
and Progress (CUP).

Well before Russia, Italy, and Germany, the Ottoman Empire 
was at the forefront of a radical revolution that led in the interwar 
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period to a “Turkish version of totalitarianism.”1 It was initiated 
in the early twentieth century by actors in opposition to— then 
at the reins of— the state. Talaat was the principal actor in this 
case. He started in the decade before 1908, reached the height of 
his career during World War I, and fell politically with the Otto-
man defeat, after which Mustafa Kemal (Atatürk) took the lead 
in a Turkey reduced to Asia Minor plus Edirne. Talaat’s subver-
sive organization in the months before July 1908 was most suc-
cessful in the three provinces of Salonica, Manastir, and Kosovo, 
monitored by the European powers, because international mon-
itoring impaired the otherwise efficient Hamidian repression 
active in other provinces of Ottoman Europe.

The conspirators needed European presence and sympathy 
in order to win the infighting against the sultan. Their liberal 
messages to Europe and the Ottoman non- Muslims largely 
lacked rootedness and sincerity. Even worse, during the con-
gress of Ottoman opposition parties in late December 1907, 
Prince Sabahaddin, the main and truly liberal voice in the 
Young Turk movement, felt compelled to state that “we always 
refuse interference by foreign states in our interior affairs but 
prove incapable of implementing reform without foreign inter-
ference. Only as long as we shied away from the foreign powers 
could we protect the Christians living among us. If we had not 
feared the foreign states, we would have massacred all Chris-
tians, in particular, the Armenians.”2

From Edirne in European Turkey, 1870s

Since the late eighteenth century, the Ottoman Empire had 
lived a precarious existence.3 At several points, contemporaries 
had good reason to believe in its imminent end. The expanding 
Russian Empire in particular was, and remained, a tremendous 
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adversary. Those involved in European diplomacy referred to 
the open issue of the Ottoman future as “the Eastern Question.” 
The rise of this complex question paralleled the Western march 
into modernity and the exploitation of the globe. Since diplo-
macy could not develop a convincing, comprehensive answer, 
until World War I the European powers preferred the status 
quo, along with demands for Ottoman reform. In the Ottoman 
Balkans (European Turkey), where a majority of Christian 
lived, they generally backed secession, beginning with Greece 
in the 1820s.

The empire was a premodern monarchy with a strictly patri-
linear, polygamous dynasty in which the sultans’ concubines 
were slaves. Until the seventeenth century, it allowed the kill-
ing of brothers or half brothers who did not succeed to their 
own enthronement, as demanded by reasons of state. Just as 
any empire, the sultan’s empire was based on conquest. In early 
times (fourteenth century), it also expanded, partly peacefully, 
with a syncretist (Bektashi) integration of Christian territory 
from Byzantium. This was notably true in the Balkans in the 
period before and after Adrianople was made the Ottoman 
capital (1363– 1453) and renamed Edirne. From the sixteenth 
century, the sultanate opted for Sunni Islam in the state appa-
ratus. Henceforth, religious hierarchy determined politics and 
the state, and largely excluded non- Sunnis.

At the same time, Christians and Jews, although subordinate, 
enjoyed a high degree of autonomy as self- organized commu-
nities (millet, or “nations”), which made the Ottoman realm 
appear attractive at times for persecuted religious minorities 
from premodern Europe. From the early eighteenth to the mid- 
nineteenth century, the Phanariotes, the Rûm from Istanbul, 
held important positions in the administration yet remained 
at home in a premodern salvation- historical framework, that 



Pa t r i o t i c  R e b e l l i o n  a n d  N e t w o r k i n g  39

is, to serve Ottomans, “under whom God has subjected us for 
our sins.” Stephanos Vogorides (1780– 1859), a late representa-
tive of similar conservative Christian service for Ottoman unity 
and dynasty, for instance, took “refuge in the shariʾa” and the 
protective “privileges bestowed upon us [oriental Christians] 
by the shariʾa,” as he wrote at the end of his life.4 In contrast to 
the contemporary multiethnic empires of Austria and Russia, 
the Ottoman state remained founded upon a specific monothe-
ism that excluded equality. Despite the Young Turk Revolution 
of 1908, this deep- seated feature continued to pervade— and 
make particularly trenchant— what this book calls the CUP’s 
and Talaat’s “imperial bias.”

In contrast to Russia and Austria, modern conscription 
since Tanzimat (Reorganization/Reform) still excluded non- 
Muslims; from 1909 only, they were principally integrated into 
the army (and not only exceptionally, e.g., in the navy or medi-
cal services).5 In the nineteenth century, considerable exclu-
sion from global dynamics and ongoing inequality on religious 
grounds made the Ottoman political condition increasingly 
unsustainable and nonviable. The sultan and some of the Otto-
man elites advocated incisive reforms to prevent collapse after 
Russian conquests and Napoleon Bonaparte’s invasion of the 
Levant in the late eighteenth century. Muslim refusal of equality 
seminally merged with a feeling of Muslim and Ottoman geo-
political victimhood. Strong arguments for this feeling, and for 
resentments against Ottoman non- Muslims, were the Ottoman 
Capitulations, agreements that originated in the flourishing six-
teenth century that gave foreigners privileges in terms of taxes 
and legal prosecution. From the nineteenth century onward, 
a considerable number of Ottoman non- Muslims acquired 
European nationality, thus enjoying these privileges and a bet-
ter scope of action than fellow Muslims.
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Urged by Europe, foremost Britain, the egalitarian reforms 
of the Tanzimat period (1839– 76) largely remained a matter of 
paperwork, although many Christians, particularly Armenians, 
gained access to employment by the state. All in all, the combi-
nation of a strong Ottoman diversity, including institutionalized 
millet, with constitutional equality, remained an unachieved 
utopia, even when the first Ottoman constitution was pro-
claimed in 1876. Sultan Abdulhamid (r. 1876– 1909) suspended 
the constitution by 1878. He had consented to the introduction 
of a constitution in order to dispel diplomatic pressures.

In Ottoman and European history, the 1870s were a 
watershed that introduced loss of faith in universal, supra- 
ethnoreligious categories of the modern era, hence the rise of 
ethnic nationalism, Islamism, anti- Semitism, social Darwinism, 
and the category of race in general. Wars on the Balkans and in 
the Caucasus, loss of territory, state bankruptcy, famine, and 
European intervention shook the Ottoman Empire. Misrule 
and brutality in the Balkans increased diplomatic pressure. 
During the humiliating Russo- Turkish War of 1877– 78, Russian 
troops advanced almost as far as the Ottoman capital, Istanbul. 
Hundreds of thousands of muhacir arrived. “Those who have 
watched the proceedings of the Russians can scarcely doubt 
that their deliberate object has been to drive the Turkish race 
out of the provinces they have occupied, and to replace it by the 
Slav,” the British ambassador in Istanbul, Austen Henry Layard, 
reported.6

The Congress of Berlin of 1878 nullified a part of the Rus-
sian conquest. Still, the Ottoman Empire had to acquiesce to its 
loss of important parts of the Balkans to independence (Serbia, 
Montenegro), autonomy (Bulgaria), or foreign administration 
(Bosnia- Herzegovina). It lost entirely the provinces of Batumi, 
Kars, and Ardahan in Southwestern Caucasia. It also warranted 
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full freedom of religion and consented “to carry out without 
further delay the ameliorations and reforms which are called for 
by local needs in the provinces inhabited by Armenians, and to 
guarantee their security against the Circassians and the Kurds” 
(Art. 61– 62). These stipulations were very vague in comparison 
to those concerning European Turkey.

The 1876 constitution represented the culmination of the 
Tanzimat. The suspension of the constitution marked the turn 
to Abdulhamid’s authoritarian rule and to an Islamist reorienta-
tion of the shrunken empire. If Abdulhamid artfully obstructed 
reform demands and “permitted” temporary massacres, he 
did this largely out of the well- founded fear that he risked, at 
any moment, facing a failed, openly chaotic state. He avoided 
the risk by co- opting regional forces and conniving with their 
antiegalitarian— and at times pogromist— attitude. Instead of 
the Sublime Porte and the magnificent Dolmabahçe Palace, 
the young sultan made the shielded, secluded Yıldız Palace in 
Beşiktaş the new power center of the empire, where he alone 
was to rule.

Talaat was born in 1874 in a middle- class family in Edirne. 
His father, Ahmed Vasıf, came from a village in the south-
eastern corner of present- day Bulgaria, lost to Bulgaria in 1878. 
Vasıf was a kadı (religious judge) and thus a state employee of 
the religious administration subordinate to the sheykhulislam. 
Talaat, his parents, and his two sisters fled in 1877 before the 
advancing Russian army from Edirne to Istanbul and turned 
back after a year.

In Edirne, Talaat went to school until the military second-
ary school (askerî rüşdiyesi), that is, until the age of about six-
teen. He left without a certificate because he assaulted one of 
his teachers, an army officer, and was therefore expelled. His 
father had died when Talaat was eleven, leaving his family in a 
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difficult situation materially, with Talaat the only male of the 
family. As an assistant helper in the post office from 1891, and 
a Turkish teacher in the Alliance Israélite School, he contrib-
uted to the breadwinning of the family. At the same school, he 
learned French.7 He also learned Greek, first in prison, where 
he met with Bulgarian and Greek militants, and later from his 
wife, Hayriye Hanım, who was from Ioannina (Yanya). He may 
have acquired some knowledge of Bulgarian and Judeo- Spanish 
as well.8

Exiled to Salonica

The teenaged Talaat was deeply impressed by revolutionary, 
patriotic discourses against Abdulhamid, which he heard from 
his brother- in- law İsmail Yürükoğlu (or Yürükov), a Turkish-  
and Bulgarian- speaking journalist- activist who had access to 
literature that was labeled and taxed as subversive by the palace. 
An autonomous, conspiratorial group of mostly low- ranking 
civil and military officers formed around İsmail Yürükoğlu and 
the Albanian hoca (religious teacher) Hâfız İbrahim Efendi in 
Edirne, among which CUP literature circulated. The police 
became aware of this circle in summer 1896 and destroyed it. 
Talaat, an active member, was among the arrested members. 
In contrast to oppositional graduates of superior schools, they 
were not exiled to Ottoman Libya but rather imprisoned after 
a special trial.

In 1889, five students of the Military School of Medicine 
founded the Committee of Ottoman Union, which soon took 
the name of the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP; 
İttihad ve Terakki Cemiyeti) and which had a rapidly grow-
ing membership. Even though this committee remained 
weak in organizational terms, and its members were entirely 
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unexperienced, it soon became a compelling myth, especially 
for rebellious male youth in state schools of higher education. 
By the mid- 1890s, Abdulhamid felt compelled to repress the 
movement, and many of its members and sympathizers fled 
abroad to Switzerland or France.

The early CUP members possessed a strong vision of “a 
great despotic Satan” and of domestic evil, which needed to 
be fought in a bloody revolution. At this stage, the hate and 
resentment were almost entirely directed against the palace and 
against Hamidian representatives, favorites and spies through-
out the country. “We have declared war on those who harass 
the fatherland from within, and we are sure that we will win. We 
call to account those who ruin our country, exploit our villages, 
and cause our enemies to insult our religion and our nation,” 
exclaimed Dr. Mehmed Reşid, one of the founders, who was 
then also imprisoned in 1897. “The Ottoman element is shrink-
ing. Ottoman land is disappearing piece by piece. Of this, we 
are witnesses, and we know who the culprits are. In order to 
make all this evil disappear, in order to rescue our working vil-
lage dwellers and feed them well, we have declared war on these 
libertines, these tyrants, these enemies of the fatherland.”9

Talaat shared this basic feeling of hurt, which evolved into an 
aggressive stance. He was set free in February 1898 and was then 
exiled to Salonica. The municipality paid him a salary without 
duty before he became a postman in July 1898, and, finally, in 
April 1903, he was promoted to head clerk at the post office 
directorate. He brought his mother and sisters to Salonica, 
and they lived together in a small house in the mainly Mus-
lim urban district of Kule Kahveleri.10 Before its conquest by 
Greece in 1912, late Ottoman Salonica was a vibrant port city of 
the empire and the place of an important garrison with about 
100,000 inhabitants. Direct railways connected it with Istanbul, 
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Belgrade, and Vienna, but not yet to Athens in the south. The 
largest population group of this polyethnic and multilingual 
city was Sephardic Jews, who constituted half or even more of 
its inhabitants.11

In Salonica, Talaat resumed meeting with subversive con-
tacts and having discussions, dreaming of revolution. Via İsmail 
Yürükoğlu, in 1901 he began to correspond with Ahmed Rıza, 
the head of the opposition in exile in Paris. Asked about the 
establishment of a new and strong subversive network in Euro-
pean Turkey, Talaat gave Rıza a blunt answer in April 1902: 
“Forget about a strong one today; it would be inconceivable 
even to establish a weak branch that would operate smoothly.” 
He mentioned İsmail Yürükov, his brother- in- law, as a poten-
tial activist. Ironically, this man appears in a 1905 Yıldız Palace 
document as an agent of the government, as was the case with 
many early activists turned palace collaborators. We do not 
know if Talaat became aware of this before the 1908 revolution, 
when the lists of spies were discovered and used by the CUP as 
a political means against adversaries.12

Talaat amended his rudimentary school education, tak-
ing courses during three years at the Salonica Law School. 
There he met the teacher of economics Mehmed Cavid, who 
was a year younger than he was. Cavid was a Dönme, that is, 
outwardly entirely a Sunni Muslim but nevertheless seen as 
a “crypto- Jew” of the Sabbatean tradition.13 The group form-
ing around Talaat often met in the Yonyo bar beside the wharf 
in Salonica and also, at times, in the public park Jardin de 
Bechtchinar (Beş Çınar Bahçesi). Furthermore, Talaat became 
a member of the Salonica Freemason lodge Macedonia Risorta 
in 1903, as did other Young Turk conspirators. He briefly had 
the idea of founding an “Islamic lodge” free from foreign influ-
ence. Masonic lodges, as well as Bektashi tekke (monasteries), 
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were places where the men could speak freely without spies 
listening in.14

Toward the end of August 1903, Robert Graves, a young dip-
lomat attached to the British Consulate in Salonica, received “a 
mysterious request that I would grant an interview to certain 
Turkish patriots who were in despair at the difficulties threat-
ening their country, and wished to take my advice as to the 
course which they should pursue. After satisfying myself that 
this request was a genuine one, and not a trap to compromise 
me, I agreed to meet these people secretly.” Talaat, Mustafa 
Rahmi (Arslan), Ahmed Cemal (future Pasha), Hacı Âdil, and 
the Dönme Cavid met with him. They were convinced “that the 
misrule of the Sultan Abdul Hamid had brought their beloved 
country to the verge of ruin” and “proposed to put themselves 
at the head of a revolt against his authority, and asked me what 
I thought were their prospects of success in carrying the people 
with them and obtaining some measure of foreign countenance 
and support.”15

When the would- be rebels frankly confessed that they lacked 
organized support in the army, the police, and the government, 
Graves advised them to abstain from an ill- timed revolt. The 
meeting took place during the Ilinden- Preobrazhenie Uprising 
of August– September 1903, which affected the dissidents in two 
ways: the army officers among them were involved in the brutal 
repression of the revolt and they were all impressed by the com-
mitment and ideals of the members of the Internal Macedonian 
Revolutionary Organization (IMRO), their enemies. Mostly 
Bulgarian Christians, they fought for Macedonian autonomy.

This experience made them long for a “genuine revolution” 
and enraged them even more against Abdulhamid. What pre-
vailed in the long term, however, and became a popular core 
element of CUP identity, was hurt Ottoman Muslim pride 
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mixed with resentment against foreign diplomatic interven-
tion. Diplomacy not only critically exposed Ottoman weak-
ness and brutality but also restricted Ottoman sovereignty. 
The Mürzsteg Agreement of 2 October 1903, a joint Russian 
and Austrian memorandum, was a consequence of the Ilinden 
Uprising. Abdulhamid reluctantly accepted it on 25 November. 
It demanded internationally monitored reforms for better and 
more regionalist rule, to include the Christians more equally.

Conspiratory Organization  

in Salonica and Beyond

It took three years for the Salonica dissidents “to transform 
their scattered activities into an organized effort,” as Şükrü 
Hanioğlu, a leading scholar of the Young Turks in opposition, 
has outlined.16 Again, the international context played a role. At 
the end of 1905, Abdulhamid had been forced to accept interna-
tional supervision of Macedonia’s finances after the European 
powers had made a humiliating naval show near the island of 
Lemnos and Mytilene on the Aegean coast.17

On 7 September 1906, the patriotic dissidents founded 
the Crescent Committee (Hilâl Cemiyeti), the regulations of 
which gave only Muslims access to membership; even Dönme 
were excluded. Among the founders were several young army 
officers, including Lieutenant Ömer Naci; Talaat; Mustafa 
Rahmi, a member of a well- known Salonican family; and 
Dr. Midhat Şükrü (Bleda), Rahmi’s brother- in- law, a graduate 
from the empire’s school for civil servants (Mekteb- i Mülkiye) 
and the secretary- general of the CUP in the 1910s. In contrast 
to Ahmet Rıza’s men in exile, from the beginning, the group 
in Salonica emphasized its ideological core of Muslim unity. 
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This was Talaat’s environment, and this team was most effec-
tive in the 1908 revolution, finally paving the CUP’s road to 
dictatorial power.

At a second meeting on 18 September 1906 in Midhat Şükrü’s 
house, the organization’s name was changed to the Ottoman 
Liberty Committee (Osmanlı Hürriyet Cemiyeti), and the 
membership restriction was annulled. Talaat, Rahmi, and the 
army officer Ismail Canbolad (Canbulat) were elected to the 
executive body of the committee. Because of his charm, intrep-
idness, and enduring commitment for the cause, Talaat enjoyed 
a natural authority and special status among most army officers 
in and around the committee. “Talaat was more courageous and 
more reckless than we all; he did not fear the world around 
him,” Midhat Şükrü admitted.18

The young captain Mustafa Kemal, the future Atatürk, also 
played a minor role. As the founder of a four- man Fatherland 
and Freedom Society in Damascus in 1905, and eager to con-
tinue in Salonica, he helped catalyze the foundation of the 
Ottoman Freedom Society. Kemal must have known Talaat at 
least by name by early 1906. Secretly back for a few months in 
his hometown, Salonica, from what he called an exile in Damas-
cus, he was eager to participate in subversive organization. He 
remained, however, at the margins and was excluded from 
leade rship. Knowingly or not, he prepared other futures from 
which he was to succeed as the uncontested leader. In 1906, 
other officers in Macedonia were better positioned than he was. 
Among them were the adjutant- major Ismail Enver and Enver’s 
uncle, Captain Halil (Kut), both of whom became early mem-
bers of the new society.

Mustafa Kemal was radically opposed to any foreign influ-
ence. He profoundly admired Japan, which had defeated a 
Russian army in 1905. Many celebrated this military victory, 
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in Hanioğlu’s words, “as the triumph of indigenous modern-
ization” over a West whose might and superiority they deeply 
resented. He was certainly not at ease with Islamist connota-
tions (as manifest in the society’s initial name). Ömer Naci, 
for instance, understood himself as “a soldier for the jihad” and 
authored Islamist pamphlets, as did Bahaeddin Şakir and many 
others. He also appeared as an early adept of an ethnonation, 
and of radical demographic changes to achieve this goal, when 
in 1907 he proposed “population changes” that would give “rise 
to a Turkish state.”19

The initiation of a new member to the nascent society was 
an impressive secret ritual that combined symbols of komi-
tecilik and Islam in order to inspire total commitment to the 
conspiratorial group. Talaat and others officiated as masters of 
ceremony. The ritual may have varied; we know, however, the 
committee’s internal regulations after September 1907. Accord-
ing to these regulations and several memoirs, the ritual bore 
a resemblance to initation into a Masonic lodge and the mas-
querade of the Ku Klux Klan or today’s “Islamic State.” Wear-
ing a red cloak, the candidate was led blindfolded into a room 
at committee member Midhat Şükrü’s house. The voice of a 
masked master of ceremony preached the ideals of the society 
to him, and that betrayal meant death. Then his blindfold was 
removed and he saw the masked masters of ceremony, who 
also wore red gowns.

With one hand touching a Koran and the other a pistol, the 
candidate swore his oath of loyalty. Later, if a Christian or a 
Jew, he swore on the Bible or the Torah. The password hilâl 
(crescent) was to be used by the candidate before entering the 
house and also, along with other words, when members had 
to identify one another. Membership remained secret except 
for the leading men. In the same quasi- religious vein, already 
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before July 1908, the committee in Salonica referred to itself as 
the “Sacred Committee” (Cemiyet- i mukaddese) and “Kaaba 
of Liberty” (Kâbe- i hürriyet).20

The society rapidly won new members and opened a branch 
in the province of Manastir. Still, it was no supraregional, awe- 
inspiring revolutionary organization. Talaat likely sent a letter to 
Nâzım suggesting a fusion of the Ottoman Freedom Society and 
the Committee of Progress and Union (CPU, so- called tempo-
rarily before being renamed the CUP in 1908). Ömer Naci’s flight 
to Paris in spring 1907, and his adherence to the CPU, contrib-
uted to a rapprochement. The CPU finally dispatched Nâzım to 
Salonica in summer 1907 to reach an agreement with the leaders 
of the Ottoman Freedom Society. Bahaeddin Şakir and Nâzım, 
both graduates from the Military School of Medicine, dominated 
the CPU in exile, which had emanated from the CUP of the 
1890s. A disciple of the respectable authority Ahmed Rıza, Şakir 
had built up the new, more activist, and less intellectual CPU 
from autumn 1905 onward, after his escape from Istanbul.

Both committees merged under the name of CPU by 27 Sep-
tember 1907, with the external center being in Paris and the 
internal center in Salonica. Talaat, Major Ismail Enver (later 
Pasha), Captain Ismail Canbolad, Adjutant Major Hafız Hakkı 
(later Pasha), and barrister Manyasizâde Refik led the internal 
center. The CPU’s common mouthpieces were Şûra- yı Ümmet 
(Council of the Ummah) in Turkish and Mechveret (consulta-
tion) Supplément Français in French.21

The merger was a political success for Talaat personally. Two 
months later, however, he lost his job and was sent to Anato-
lia. Hüseyin Hilmi Pasha, the Ottoman inspector general of 
European Turkey, based in Salonica, was more or less aware of 
Talaat’s role, as was the palace. Later a minister of the interior 
and a grand vizier, Hüseyin Hilmi supervised the provinces of 
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Salonica, Kosovo, and Manastir. The leading man of the CPU’s 
internal center, however, knew his power well. Thus, the repre-
sentative of the palace could not implement the relocation after 
Talaat had demanded an interview, during which he threatened 
the Pasha with bad consequences. Midhat Şükrü offered his 
own post as a director of a private Salonician school (which 
was to take the name of CUP School after July 1908) to his job-
less friend.22

Macedonia, the extreme west of Asia Minor, and the opposi-
tion in exile were overrepresented in the CPU. Anatolia, espe-
cially the eastern provinces, was scarcely included. Through a 
journey by Ömer Naci, member of the external CPU center, 
Talaat hoped that connections would be forged in Eastern 
Anatolia and with Armenians, and “henceforth the region 
there would also become [revolutionary] like Rumelia.”23 
Even the Second Congress of Ottoman Opposition parties in 
Paris in late December 1907, when the CPU and the Armenian 
Revolutionary Federation (ARF) agreed to ally, did not change 
the reality that the CPU remained unrooted in the eastern 
provinces. Due to genuine trust between Prince Sabahaddin 
and Christians, the Sabahaddin’s organization had much better 
connections there.24

Between the ARF and the CPU there was dissension on 
several issues right from the start. The ARF was and remained 
a junior partner, even if Dr. Nâzım and Dr. Şakir, the driv-
ing forces of activist reorganization, largely emulated struc-
tures of the ARF and the IMRO and also created branches 
of self- sacrificing volunteers (fedai). From autumn 1907, they 
organized Muslim bands in Macedonia to counter Christian 
guerillas, all in all largely relying on Muslim solidarity, includ-
ing an alliance with Muslim Albanians. In letters they exalted 
successful violence and allegedly superior Turkish courage; in 



Pa t r i o t i c  R e b e l l i o n  a n d  N e t w o r k i n g  51

a letter dated 15 March 1908, the Şûra- yı Ümmet made clear that 
“we [Muslims] are the sovereigns of this land [Macedonia].”25

Talaat’s Lead on the Road  

to the 1908 Revolution

Talaat was well rooted in the subversive Macedonian terrain and 
well connected with army officers. He knew how to build up 
solid power relations on crumbly late- Ottoman ground. He knew 
how the administration worked and how low- ranking and high- 
ranking officials behaved and reacted. Even if somewhat in the 
shadow of Nâzım, who did not return to Paris, Talaat was incon-
testably the engineer of conspiratorial organization in Macedo-
nia and its informal leader, active correspondent, and networker. 
In risky situations he proved proactive, as in the case of a boy-
hood friend who recognized the disguised Nâzım in Salonica in 
summer 1907. He went to his friend’s home, drew out a gun, and 
threatened to kill him if he told anybody about Nâzım.26

Talaat and those in and around the internal center worked 
hard and ambitiously in order to fulfill the expectations that 
the CPU set upon them with the merger. They succeeded in 
opening branches in many cities and towns of Macedonia and 
Albania. Talaat even ventured a trip to Istanbul to strengthen 
support in the capital.27 “Our organization has reached a very 
satisfactory stage around Edirne,” he wrote on 12 March 1908 
to Paris. “We believe that within two months the organization 
in Rumelia [European Turkey] will be completed to our best 
expectation. . . . Definitively, we will soon launch one or two 
violent actions.” In spring 1908, Talaat felt ready to hit hard.28

The general mood of the CPU was aggressive, if not martial, 
by spring 1908, due to growing observation, repression, and 
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arrests by the security forces, as well as because of the interna-
tional situation. Faced with multiple episodes of lawlessness in 
Macedonia, since late 1907 the European powers had pressed 
for a reform of the judiciary and the development of an inter-
national gendarmerie, together with the decrease of Ottoman 
security forces. This would result in a special status, possibly 
an autonomy, for Macedonia. For the hawks in Paris, this was 
tantamount to Armageddon, a question of being or not being 
Turks, to be determined by a final war. They wrote to Talaat on 
16 March 1908: “Macedonia’s independence means the loss of 
half of the Ottoman Empire and, therefore, its complete anni-
hilation. . . . Since the Macedonian Question is the Question 
of the Existence of the Turks, we presume that for a sincere 
government, it should be preferable to take the chance of a great 
war instead of losing Macedonia, Rumelia. Alas! What can we 
expect from this filthy government?”29

Abdulhamid’s downfall was that he lacked readiness for 
waging a war that would “kill forty or fifty thousand Euro-
peans.” Talaat was actually down to earth compared to the 
more excitable military doctors turned activists of subver-
sion in Paris, who used feverish rhetoric. The CPU warned 
the Hamidian authorities that any concession to Europe 
with regard to reforms in Macedonia would trigger a revo-
lution. Both CPU centers agreed on a memorandum to be 
presented to European diplomats in Macedonia in May 1908. 
This memorandum openly stated that the Committee of 
Union and Progress (this name was well known, in contrast 
to CPU) wanted to eliminate any foreign interference in its 
“holy national interests” in Macedonia and elsewhere. At the 
same time, it stressed a sincere commitment against despo-
tism and for a constitutional government and equality; it made 
similar declamations tailored for European ears.30 The CPU 
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ably used— and misused— European references in its struggle 
against Abdulhamid.

An important trigger for concrete action was the meeting of 
the English king Edward VII and the Russian czar Nicholas II 
in Reval, Estonia, in June 1908. CPU people, Talaat in particu-
lar, and a broader Ottoman public were anxious that the Great 
powers might now divide European Turkey under the cover of 
reforms for solving the Macedonian Question.31 Talaat then 
led a plot to assassinate Ömer Nâzım, the garrison commander 
of Salonica, a loyalist to the palace and the latter’s efficient spy 
against CPU networks. Discussing the plan within a small cir-
cle, they agreed that Midhat Şükrü would contact Enver, Com-
mander Nâzım’s brother- in- law (whose wife was Enver’s sister). 
Enver fully agreed that murder was called for and that he was 
ready to actively participate. In the name of the internal center 
Salonica, Talaat initiated a young fedai into assuming the job 
of a killer. The plot was achieved on 11 June 1908, during King 
Edward’s visit in Reval.32

Though called to give account before the authorities in the 
capital in late June, Enver went to the mountainous region of 
Tikveš to begin preparing men for guerilla activity, as directed 
by the internal center. Although Nâzım was not killed, only 
injured, the bold assault in his private house terrorized the 
Hamidian establishment and triggered a series of violent 
actions, including successful assassinations of officials in Mace-
donia. The snowball effect was resounding, above all, among 
young officers, whereas high- ranking officers and notables had 
to remain passive or become accommodating if they wanted to 
be unharmed under imminent CPU domination. A threatening 
letter sent by the internal center secured the passive coopera-
tion of Hayri Pasha, field marshal of the Third Imperial Army 
in Salonica.33
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On 7 July 1908, a young CPU officer killed the reputed gen-
eral Şemsi Pasha, whom Abdulhamid had sent to Manastir 
Vilayet in a forceful last attempt to suppress the revolt. After 
this shock for the Hamidian establishment, the CPU largely 
controlled military power in Macedonia— enough to risk an 
attack on the Ottoman capital and the palace by the end of July, 
if necessary. On 21 July, the center in Salonica ordered all its 
branches to prepare a military march to Istanbul if the palace 
did not reinstall the constitution by 23 July. It and its branches 
sent telegrams with this ultimatum to the inspector general, 
the grand vizier, and the palace.34 Talaat, the impetus driving 
the actions, was not the full master of the rapidly escalating 
dynamics in its branches in Macedonia and Albania beginning 
in early summer 1908. Rebelling army officers, such as Niyazi 
and Enver, were publicly more visible.

Military might ultimately decided the power balance. The 
CPU settled on military action and elitist subversion, not pop-
ular uprising. Talaat became more populist only in 1912 (see 
chap. 4). As already touched on in relation to Captain Mustafa 
Kemal, a cohort of ambitious officers, striving graduates of the 
War Academy from around 1900, ached to be at the forefront of 
patriotic action. Nevertheless, in these decisive months before 
and after the Young Turk Revolution, Talaat, not officers, stood 
permanently at the political forefront. Since his early days of 
conspiracy in Edirne, he had learned and knew better than most 
others how to motivate and deploy young officers for his and 
the committee’s cause.

As demanded, on 23 July the sultan declared the reinstate-
ment of the constitution. The CPU, now renamed CUP, had 
achieved a splendid victory. Talaat was not only one of its 
master builders but also present in the metropolis of Salonica, 
where empire- wide enthusiasm was most manifest. The leaders 
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in Salonica were now no longer merely the internal center but 
the core itself of the new Central Committee of the CUP. They 
demanded from the sultan the gift of a mansion at an excellent 
location in Salonica near Beyazkule. In high spirits, they relo-
cated there by the end of July.35

A Salonican Jew wrote this retrospective:

The delirious joy with which the news of the wresting of 
constitutional rights from the tyrannous Hamid had been 
received was unparalleled by any other show of feeling in 
the history of the country. Peoples yesterday so reserved, so 
sullenly suspicious of one another, nationalities who for cen-
turies had been nurturing antagonisms and bitter hatreds, 
had suddenly given themselves up to such spontaneous dem-
onstrations of mutual love and good will that the astounded 
Westerner who might have been present could not but have 
been mystified. Greeks, Bulgarians, Turks, Jews, Arme-
nians, and Albanians had literally fallen in each other’s arms 
and with tears of joy had embraced and called each other 
“Brother.” . . . Daily, almost hourly, there were occasions for 
jubilant demonstrations and singing.36

Under the Shadow of Dr. Nâzım 

and Dr. Bahaeddin Şakir

Talaat, Nâzım, and Şakir were the masterminds of the Young 
Turk Revolution, all three rooted in the Balkans. Nâzım was 
four years older and Şakir was one year older than Talaat, and 
both were superior in terms of education, prestige, and interna-
tional mobility. Thanks to their leadership in the opposition in 
exile, they enjoyed revolutionary prominence in many places. 
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Moreover, Şakir dominated CPU/CUP publication through 
Şûra- yı Ümmet, which he had led since fleeing to Paris. There-
fore, we have to assume that these activist military doctors or 
éminences grises (as they were earlier described) had a strong, 
and at times commanding, influence on Talaat.37 Even if the 
balance of power clearly turned in favor of Talaat in 1912– 13, 
both political doctors remained influential in the Central Com-
mittee, notably for the anti- Armenian policy of 1915.

Talaat’s dependence on others included ideology because 
neither he nor the CUP had a sound political philosophy. In 
1910, however, Gökalp began to prevail as a leading intellectual 
of both the CUP and the broad movement of Turkism, and 
became a close and influential friend of Talaat’s (see chap. 3). 
For Talaat, the committee was not only a place of activist power 
concentration but also of intellectual socialization. He mirrored 
as much as he managed the forces and discourses in and around 
the committee, and learned and acted through them.

Because of Talaat’s dependence on others, a closer look at 
the éminences grises is appropriate. Both military doctors were 
elitist, overpoliticized, and, according to Hanioğlu’s convinc-
ing analysis, representative of an early Turkism that proudly 
displayed Muslim identity. Like many politicized contempo-
raries of similar education in Western Europe, they believed in 
scientism and had strong ties to social Darwinism, but at the 
same time they dipped deeply into Islamist rhetoric.38 Their 
political language was pamphletic, hyperbolic, inflammatory, 
Manichean, and repetitive. In a letter to Muslims in the Cauca-
sus, Şakir wrote, “If the poor Muslim nation does not awake and 
care about its salvation, it will lose its reputation in this world 
and in the hereafter. Possession and nation, religion and state 
are perishing. . . . Hurry up, O Muslims, hurry up, heroes, sons 
of heroes; this is the day. Let us exalt the name of our nation, 
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the glory of our fatherland. The whole world calls us anemic 
and ignorant. Let us shout out: We demonstrate the contrary 
to the whole world. We attack them all like roaring lions.” In 
another letter to Muslims in the Caucasus in November 1906, 
Şakir called Armenians “infidels who are enemies of Islam.”39

The CPU leaders attached much importance to an activist 
Islamic union and organized ties with Muslims everywhere. 
Again, Şakir in particular saw “Ottoman greatness” to be a 
“starting point for the salvation of all Muslims.” He believed in 
Turkish- led pan- Islamism, invoked again and again the specter 
of the annihilation of Muslim power by the West, and adapted 
the vocabulary of the Communist Manifesto, saying that “from 
now on all Muslims will unite and break the chain of slavery 
around their necks.” Apart from references to Turkish leader-
ship and Ottoman myths (again dominant in the ex- CUP- led 
Islamist International after defeat in World War I) (see chap. 6, 
sec. “Antiliberal International of Revolutionists”), in many 
places Şakir’s resentful, apocalyptic rhetoric overlaps that of 
radical Islamists of the early twenty- first century, as is exempli-
fied, for instance, in a pamphlet in July 1907: “In the name of 
God, the Most Merciful, the Most Compassionate! O Turkish 
sons! . . . [All] is in flames. . . . Come along, heroes! Let us make 
our [Muslim] nation prosperous by taking our revenge! God is 
the Speaker of the Truth.”40

Since this book perceives the military doctors in question in 
the same manner as Talaat, that is, as imperially biased revolu-
tionists, it is not surprising that they were socially conservative. 
They were scared of revolutionary new forms of rule, power 
sharing, social order, and gender relation, in particular, of futures 
beyond empire that would include regional autonomies. Prince 
Sabahaddin and his League of Private Initiative and Decentral-
ization advocated such futures in a critically reformed empire. 
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They did this in consent with the ARF and other representa-
tives of non- Muslim or non- Turkish groups. This was obvious 
during the Second Congress of Ottoman Opposition parties in 
Paris in December 1907.41 Şakir considered Sabahaddin a trai-
tor and “destroyer of the Ottoman power organization” that 
Ottoman Christians supported. He reproached him for sug-
gesting the division of the Ottoman realm and the separation 
of government and caliphate, thus poisoning public opinion. 
The German Zionist Max Nordau was given a similar answer by 
Nâzım when inquiring about new perspectives shortly after the 
1908 revolution: “Prince Sabahaddin is dead . . . ; his program 
of decentralization, of autonomous nationalities and provinces, 
abandoned. The Committee of Union and Progress wants cen-
tralization and a Turkish monopoly of power. . . . It wants a uni-
fied Turkish nation- state.” In summer 1907, Nâzım had written 
to his friend Şakir that “the Turkish race proved the theory of 
the survival of the fittest because of its superior characteristics,” 
from which its centuries- old rule originated.42

Sabahaddin’s non- Muslim friends wanted constitutional 
rule because a constitutional framework would allow them to 
share as equals in political life. In contrast, even if they rebelled 
against and called Abdulhamid a despotic Satan, the CUP 
 leaders felt, like him, attached to an imperial past, tradition, 
Islam, and— above all— restoration of state power. When ask-
ing the notorious late Ottoman question of “how to save the 
state,” they asked in fact “how to save a ruling class of which 
we are part,” thus translating millet- i hâkime (ruling nation), a 
notion of imperial Islam, into an elitist and right- wing weltan-
schauung. The reinstatement of the constitution and the parlia-
ment should first of all reempower the state in this sense. Thus, 
it was as a tactical alliance only that Nâzım and Şakir sought 
cooperation with Armenians. Their admiring and feverish 
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emulation of non- Muslim revolutionary activism was mixed 
with envy, reluctance to share power, and ignorance of history 
and society in Asia Minor, in particular, Eastern Asia Minor. 
They originated from the Balkans, where Muslims had become 
a frustrated minority by the early twentieth century, and looked 
at other Ottoman issues through Macedonian lenses as proud 
Balkan Turks (Evlad- ı Fatihan).43

Both political doctors’ foreign policy ideas, as expressed 
in the Şûra- yı Ümmet and personal correspondence, reflected 
their anti- Western anger, linked to their Turkish nationalist 
and pan- Islamist primary references. This anti- imperialism of 
men who wanted to ensure empire for themselves was directed 
foremost against Great Britain, Russia, and France, the three 
major powers in the Triple Entente of 1907. Whereas Talaat 
seemed to hold some true admiration for Armenian fellows as 
authentic revolutionaries and audacious operatives in the com-
mon opposition against Abdulhamid, they strongly resented 
the impertinence of non- Muslim “bandits” attacking an 
Islamic power, even if this power was headed by Abdulhamid, 
a common adversary. The CUP leaders in general, including 
Ahmed Rıza, resented European support for Armenian rights 
and demands— a major issue in Talaat’s political life from 1913 
onward— and wished for the abrogation of the relevant Article 
61 in the Berlin Treaty of 1878.44

The CUP’s pre- 1908 foreign policy ideas shed important 
light on entrenched attitudes and contextualize and relativize 
several post- 1908 statements and initiatives of CUP representa-
tives toward Europe, especially its alleged Anglophilia. Anglo-
philia was, on the contrary, what the CUP opinion makers 
resented regarding Prince Sabahaddin and his group. Sabahad-
din made no secret of his pro- British attitude because of his 
pluralist and federalist vision of the empire and his belief in 
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modern individual responsibility and private initiative, regard-
less of religious and ethnic affiliation.

The supreme goal of both political doctors from Macedonia, 
Nâzım and Şakir, was to save a centuries- old empire, in par-
ticular, its territorial integrity in the Balkans as of 1878, along 
with the self- regard and benefits of being Ottoman Muslims. 
They already behaved as Turkish- Muslim supremacists in the 
years before 1908, proclaiming the Turks to be superior to all 
other Ottoman groups. To Ömer Naci, “a person with Turkish 
blood in his veins,” Şakir wrote, “Neither the Armenian nor any 
other person could be the heir of the bravery left us by a glori-
ous and honorable history of six hundred years.”45 The Şûra- yı 
Ümmet ridiculed Khachatur Malumian, the ARF negotiator 
at the 1907 Paris Congress, as a quixotic socialist cosmopolite 
who believed in humankind as one nation and in one home of 
humankind, the earth.46

There was a cleavage between the belief in a global socialist 
revolution of humanity— even despite its doctrinaire embrace 
of revolutionary violence— and the inflammatory, panicking, 
at times hysterical activism of political doctors who spoke for 
frustrated, anxious imperial elites. While preparing for the 1908 
revolution, the latter were fed more by fear of loss and less by 
a constructive project of an Ottoman society that would offer 
new, egalitarian ground. A deeper analysis, nevertheless, reveals 
the connections between the revolutionary violence deemed 
salutary by believers in radically new social relations and the 
reactionary fears associated with pretensions of superiority. 
Even if more pragmatic and flexible than Nâzım and Şakir, and 
comparatively humble and open- minded before his critical 
encounter with Ziya Gökalp, Talaat clearly stood in the same 
current of thought and action.
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A Komiteci and the Challenge of 

Parliamentarism (1908– 11)

Talaat achieved an important position within the activ-
ist reorganization of the Young Turk movement. He was the 
main organizer of the Ottoman Freedom Society in 1906, which 
merged with the opposition in exile in September 1907, and 
therefore the informal head of a dynamic subversion in Mace-
donia, the main theater of the road to revolution. In July 1908, 
the activists chalked up a splendid success, imposing their will 
on Sultan Abdulhamid II. The outcome was, however, not the 
result of a democratic struggle that involved a larger public or 
civil society but of infighting in the army and blackmail against 
representatives of the Hamidian regime.

The method was komitecilik: Central Committee members 
acted through trusted networks of conspirators, all controlled 
by a highly disciplined “Holy Committee.” They personifed Itti-
hadism (ittihadcılık),1 that is, the will to reempower the empire 
and make it modern, centralist, and unitary. Ideologically, they 
used a mix of Turkism, Islamism, and social Darwinism. With 
such features, Ittihadists were right- wing revolutionaries even 
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before Gökalp, and obviously so after 1913, once they openly 
blended ethnoreligion with class struggle.

The Committee of Union and Progress was and remained the 
strongest political organization of the Young Turk movement 
from 1908 to 1918. By the end of 1909 it had 360 branches, more 
than 850,000 members, a majority in the parliament, and min-
isters in, and commanding influence upon, the government.2 
Many CUP members nurtured a quasi- religious devotion to the 
“Holy Committee.” The members of the Central Committee, 
at most twenty,3 perpetuated their pre- 1908 secrecy and made 
the committee a black box for people from the outside, includ-
ing for diplomats based in the Ottoman capital. Still, there was 
(already) the weight of personalities: Talaat, Nâzım, and Şakir 
were the masterminds of the Young Turk Revolution and its 
heirs in terms of power.

Yet the final and most imposing heir of the 1908 revolution 
would be Talaat. Within the CUP single- party regime after 1913, 
he won new scope, concentrating power for himself from the 
Central Committee, where he was a permanent member, and 
from the government, in which he became, in summer 1909, the 
first CUP minister besides the new minister of finances, Cavid. 
Still, in spring 1912, Central Committee member Mustafa Hayri, 
seventeen years Talaat’s senior, described Talaat as an honest, 
easily deceivable, and “very naive boy,” whom he trusted most 
among the committee members.4 Other (marginalized) senior 
figures of the CUP had by then already experienced Talaat’s 
“capacity” of saying things with a powerful smile but doing 
something different.5 Although Hayri gave too rosy a character 
picture, it is true that in terms of age, education, and prestige, 
Talaat still stood considerably in the shadow of Şakir, Nâzım, 
Ahmed Rıza, and a number of other personalities in or outside 
the committee. Deputy, then minister, Talaat was not yet the 



a  k o m i t e c i  a n d  t h e  c h a l l e n g e  o f  pa r l i a m e n t a r i s m  63

decisive politician or the imposing master of the committee. Yet 
for serious observors, including Louis Rambert, the seasoned 
director of the Régie des Tabacs, an agency of the international 
administration of Ottoman debts, in October 1909 Talaat was 
already “the acknowledged head of the Committee of Union 
and Progress and the Young Turks.”6

“No doubt, your patriotism makes you work day and night, 
and interfere everywhere, even in matters outside of your duty. 
But this is neither reasonable nor wise,” Hayri advised Talaat in 
July 1912, in a particularly critical moment for the CUP, reflect-
ing on the period since Talaat’s first ministry.7 Out- and- out a 
komiteci, the green, self- made politician attempted to succeed 
to the challenge of parliamentarism and a constitutional regime 
after 1908. He appeared to be, more than other CUP leaders, 
at the political forefront in parliament and government. He 
acquired important experiences as a minister of the interior in 
1909– 11, yet ambitious and expansive, he wanted to achieve too 
much by himself. For him and his ambitions, the parliamentary 
system imposed too many restrictions. In 1913, however, again 
minister of the interior and now a power broker in the vigor-
ously burgeoning single- party dictatorship, he began to be at 
his best.

By 1910– 11, Talaat had gone through a defining personal cri-
sis at the same time that a general crisis hit the CUP, before its 
near dissolution in fall 1912. After the counterrevolution of April 
1909, he had taken responsibility as a minister in an Ottoman 
capital that remained in a state of emergency. Once faced with 
populist Islamist rebellion, the young minister staggered and 
failed to maintain constitutional principles of equality, freedom 
of the press, and justice in the provincial administrations. The 
same is true with his handling of movements for autonomy in 
Albania and Yemen, and particularly of a daunting Hamidian 
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heritage of unpunished crimes, increased by the April 1909 
Adana massacres. In the eyes of Nâzım and Şakir, however, the 
young minister lacked determination in repressing demands 
for autonomy.

Whereas from the pre- 1908 period Nâzım and Şakir’s influ-
ence on Talaat seems to have prevailed, from late 1909, the 
new Central Committee friend Ziya Gökalp from Diyarbekir 
increasingly left his Turkist imprint upon receptive commit-
tee friends.8 Although a pragmatist of the power organization, 
Talaat needed weltanschauung and fundamental references. 
Gökalp’s ideas were more inspired, innovative, and vigorous 
than Şakir’s vengeful pamphletism, although both obeyed 
Islamist, Turkist, state- centric, and, by default, empire- centric 
references. Though mostly vague, Gökalp’s ideas suggested far- 
reaching revolutionary change in contrast to Hayri’s focus on 
a reformed Islamic unity or to a pamphletism that lacked pro-
grammatic ideology.

Mainly originating from intracommittee dynamics, Talaat’s 
unsettled political style prevailed when he abandoned hope for 
democracy after his troubled experiences with post- 1908 parlia-
mentarism. He would thereafter rule the imperial administra-
tion with an iron fist. He and his friends failed the constitution 
because, in crisis, their first desire was empire, that is, a restored 
state whose foundational myths remained untouched and was 
thus an imperial state dominated by Muslim Turks in the Otto-
man tradition. They likely never faced the opportunity nor fully 
aspired to become familiar with the basics and benefits of egali-
tarian democracy. This study contends that Gökalp’s custom of 
political thinking and his compelling rhetoric, combined with 
Talaat’s komitecilik, would prove pioneering in the first half 
of the twentieth century. The stage was now set for a modern 
right- wing revolution in larger Europe and, with this, elites who 
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were beset by both premodern imperial myths and modernist 
promises of radical nationalism.

The Ottoman Spring

Talaat’s secret travel to Istanbul in spring 1908 had been frustrat-
ing, because his attempt to organize subversion there had failed. 
Everybody in the capital feared the palace and its police. When 
he came a second time, at the beginning of August 1908, along 
with Rahmi, Cavid, and Major Ahmed Cemal, they possessed 
power but still had to implement it. Otherwise, they would 
squander it to a sultan who was up to every trick in the book. In 
the first week after the proclamation of the constitution, Abdul-
hamid had succeeded in representing himself in the capital as a 
benevolent sovereign whom bad counselors had misinformed. 
Now he reinstalled “his constitution” of 1876 after solemnly 
declaring that times were ripe to do so. In the style of bad supe-
riors, he put the entire blame for the flaws of his former regime 
upon his subordinates.9

“The fellow has become even more partisan of liberty than 
we,” Talaat said of their encounter with the sultan. “He did not 
show any arrogance and haughtiness toward us. He behaved 
with us like the nearest friend; he even understated his posi-
tion.”10 Under strong pressure from the CUP, the sultan had to 
retract his imperial decree of 1 August 1908, which claimed for 
himself the nomination of the most important ministers. He 
now had to take those whom the CUP accepted or proposed. 
“The old fox has become pliable like a glove,” Louis Rambert, 
also a financial counselor of the sultan, noted in his diary. Echo-
ing the mood of the Western colony in Istanbul, he added, “We 
must admit that hitherto the promoters of the [revolutionary] 
movement did not commit any mistake. We can be very hopeful 
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for the future.” He nevertheless also felt that “from the first days 
of the constitutional era, an instinctive, unintelligent national-
ism hounded the foreign administrations,” including the Dette 
Publique Ottomane (Ottoman Public Debt Administration) 
and the Régie des Tabacs. Propagandists of this nationalism 
accused these and other (partly) foreign institutions of “suck-
ing the blood of the people for the profit of foreigners alone.”11

Lacking competent politicians who would be able to ful-
fill the duty of ministers, the CUP could not exercise any 
direct influence on the government before the parliament was 
re installed. Hence, until spring 1909, three centers competed: 
the palace, the Sublime Porte, and the Central Committee in 
Salonica, which now commanded an empire- wide party orga-
nization. The new grand vizier, Kâmil Pasha, was ambitious and 
eager to restore power from the palace to his government in the 
Sublime Porte. He presented himself as, and was considered, 
a liberal. He reestablished the authority of the ministers and 
the correspondence of the provincial authorities with the Sub-
lime Porte instead of the palace. It took twenty months until all 
Hamidian provincial and district governors and ambassadors 
were exchanged and rejuvenated. In September 1908, Sabahad-
din’s group founded a liberal party (Osmanlı Ahrar Fırkası). 
Supported by many journalists, it criticized the Central Com-
mittee’s ongoing secrecy and interference, saying that this 
would lead to another despotism.12

In early October 1908, diplomatic setbacks seriously trou-
bled the Ottoman spring and its elation. Bulgaria declared its 
full independence, Austria annexed Bosnia- Herzegovina, and 
Crete declared its union with Greece. The European powers 
did not react to this violation of the Berlin Treaty. Even if these 
territories’ status as possessions of the Ottoman Empire was 
only nominal at this point, these moves made it chillingly clear 
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that the dream of an Ottoman constitutional regime, if ever, 
had to be implemented in a reduced Ottoman realm. Having 
written on its banner the struggle against any further dismem-
berment, the CUP could not cope with shrinkage. It reacted 
by organizing a boycott of Austrian merchandise, thus politi-
cizing the population and, as further developments revealed, 
recalling xenophobic ghosts. From the start Talaat was involved 
in this first of a series of anti- European boycotts. He resented 
the passivity of the Berlin Treaty’s guarantor powers vis- à- vis 
the breaches regarding the Balkans. He took these and simi-
lar instances as an argument against international norms, as 
becomes evident repeatedly in his 1919 apologia.13

The excitation over the annexation spread and included 
Islamist reactions during the month of Ramadan in October 
1908. As an observer, Talaat was with a crowd that Kör Ali, a 
preacher at a mosque, had led to Yıldız Palace on 7 October. 
Invoking the sharia, the preacher refused the constitution, 
movie houses, theaters, and the presence of Muslim women on 
the street. He addressed the sultan, who appeared at a window 
with the shout, “My sultan, we want a shepherd. A flock cannot 
be without a shepherd.” The sultan answered that nobody had 
to worry, as the sharia requirements would be implemented. 
The CUP, however, pushed for the arrest of Kör Ali, who was 
executed a few weeks later. Because of suspicions regarding the 
sultan’s use of reactionary forces, the committee transferred 
loyal military units from Salonica to the capital. Adding to the 
tension between the military units were tensions inside units 
between officers who had grown from the ranks and younger 
men from the military college who were loyal to the CUP.

In mid- October 1908, a Muslim crowd traversed the whole 
city and, again in Beşiktaş, forced its way through the entrance 
of a police station, lynched the Greek lover of a Muslim girl who 
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wanted to become a Christian, and injured the girl. Enlightened 
commentators, such as the journalist Ahmed Midhat, exposed 
the politico- religious dimension of the crime.14 Henceforth, 
after the counterrevolution in April 1909, in particular, religious 
reaction (irtica) and reactionaries (mürteci) were a main topic 
of Turkish history. The CUP and the army on which it relied 
oscillated between harsh overreaction against and usage of 
radical Islamic forces in the political sphere. They alternated 
between haughtiness, fear, and laissez- faire as far as the soci-
ety and crimes against non- Sunnis were concerned. In this 
regard, the CUP, including Talaat, remained largely trapped in 
an interaction with forces from which it could not emancipate 
itself because it shared with them religiously connoted imperial 
references and an identity built on these. Even the later Kemal-
ism, which renounced imperial restoration and concentrated 
power in its new center in Ankara, could not succeed in this 
emancipation— not for lack of power but for lack of a broadly 
negotiated and agreed- upon social contract beyond the sub-
liminal references in question.

All male Ottoman nationals older than twenty- five who paid 
direct taxes could participate at the parliamentary elections in 
autumn 1908, which revived the enthusiasm for the new era, 
and which, all in all, went smoothly. The CUP won by an over-
whelming majority. On 17 December, 266 deputies, among 
them Talaat as a representative of Edirne, could inaugurate the 
parliament, where Abdulhamid was also, reluctantly, present. 
His secretary read an imperial address that presented the sultan 
as the author and guarantor of the constitution. A few days later, 
Ahmed Rıza was elected the president of the parliament and 
Talaat vice president.

Ceremonious fraternization on the highest level, but lack-
ing trust, continued a few days later during a reception for the 
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deputies at the Yıldız Palace, the seat of the former “great des-
pot” (in the terminology of the Young Turks in opposition). On 
the sultan’s right sat the grand vizier Kâmil Pasha and on his left 
were Ahmed Rıza and Talaat. Rıza’s toast exalted the union of 
the sultan and his nation at the same table as the “most auspi-
cious moment” for himself and for the peoples of the Levant 
since the emergence of Islam.15 For Rambert, Rıza was “a man 
full of good intentions and attached to general ideas of liber-
alism and sovereignty of the people, but without penetrating 
the practical necessities of government.” He met Rıza in order 
to discuss the parliament’s negative attitude against the Régie 
des Tabacs and to establish a contact with Cavid, the CUP’s 
financial expert.16

Against Counterrevolution:  

Empowering the Central Committee

The CUP dominated the parliament and pressured the govern-
ment. Talaat was in a leading position both as a deputy and as 
a Central Committee member. When Kâmil Pasha changed 
the war and the navy ministers and sent back the troops from 
Salonica to establish the governmental prerogatives against the 
occult power from the CUP, he lost the vote of confidence on 
12 February 1909. Hüseyin Hilmi Pasha, the former inspector 
general of Macedonia and now a friend of the CUP, took his 
place. Now committee control of the government was even 
tighter, and criticism from both Islamists and liberals intensi-
fied. Since Kâmil was rightly considered an Anglophile, British 
diplomacy was frustrated by the changes. In early April, Talaat, 
Rıza, and Cavid began to consider the formation of a CUP 
cabinet.17
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One of the most vocal liberal critics, Hasan Fehmi of the 
newspaper Serbesti (Liberty), was threatened and then mur-
dered on 6 April 1909, most plausibly by a CUP fedai. His 
funeral on 8 April turned into a crowd of approximately forty 
thousand people demanding justice. The most visible opposi-
tion, however, was that organized by Naqshbandi sheikh Vah-
detî, founder of a journal called Volkan and of the Society for 
Muhammadan Unity (İttihad- i Muhammedi Cemiyeti). On the 
anniversary of Muhammad on 3 April 1909, a huge crowd with 
green flags gathered, listening to Vahdetî, who castigated the 
“godless regime.”

Against the background of these excitations and of tensions 
in the army, soldiers and some officers from the rank and file 
in Istanbul rebelled on the night of 12– 13 April, occupied the 
parliament, and soon controlled the whole capital. Students of 
medrese (Islamic college) joined them in demanding the full 
implementation of the sharia. “About 8 o’clock . . . the shops 
close hurriedly. A terrified crowd escapes toward Taksim. Panic 
reigns as during the Armenian massacres, of which I have seen 
some samples,” Rambert noted on 13 April.18 The rebels killed 
several people and pursued prominent CUP members, first 
among them Talaat and Ahmed Rıza. Aknuni, the chief of the 
ARF, hid Talaat in his house, and another Armenian did the 
same for Nâzım after they had first taken cover together with 
Rıza at another place.19

Despite the disorder, about fifty deputies met in the parlia-
ment, where a young representative of the rebels demanded 
the banishment of Ahmed Rıza, Talaat, Cavid, Rahmi, and 
Hüseyin Cahid (a journalist at the CUP newspaper Tanin) from 
the empire. After breakfeast with Emir Mohammed Arslan (a 
deputy from Syria) in the Club de Constantinople, Rambert 
learned that Arslan was bayoneted on the street because he was 
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mistaken for Cahid. A mob destroyed the offices of the CUP 
papers Şûra- yı Ümmet and Tanin. Even if not directly involved 
in the conspiracy, Abdulhamid perked up, again pliable and 
ready for a reversion. Grand Vizier Hüseyin Hilmi withdrew, 
and Abdulhamid nominated Ahmed Tevfik to take his place. 
On 15 April 1909, he declared an amnesty for the rebels, adding, 
“Thanks to God, our Empire being a Muslim Empire, an impe-
rial rescript has been promulgated ordering that the sacred laws 
(sheriat [sharia]), which are eternal and sublime, be hitherto 
observed more precisely.”20

The CUP had lost its power in the capital. Even if initially 
also pushed by liberal leaders of the Osmanlı Ahrar Fırkası, the 
rebellion produced excesses counterproductive to the liberals. 
Men of the ancien régime filled the new cabinet, as Vahdetî had 
suggested in an “open letter to His excellency Abdulhamid Han, 
the caliph of Islam.”21 In the Volkan, Vahdetî was enthusiastic, 
praising jihad, the soldiers’ bravery, and the success, at last, of a 
“legitimate revolution” (inkılab- ı meşru) that placed the sharia at 
the center, with or without a constitution and a parliament. He 
promised that “a synthesis of Islamic substance with Western 
civilization would emerge, amazing the whole world.”22 Alas, 
violence swiftly falsified this enchanting utopia. Anti- Armenian 
leaders, including governors, army officers, and members of the 
local CUP branch in Adana, understood the signals from the 
capital as an opportunity to reenact scenes of the 1895 massacres 
in order to destroy Christian agility and soft power— again more 
visible after 1908— and to loot Armenian goods.

Within two weeks after 14 April 1909, Muslim mob vio-
lence killed approximately twenty thousand Armenians and 
destroyed entire urban districts. Social envy, refusal of equal-
ity, and the new political visibility of the Armenians all played 
a role in this horrible hate and destruction.23 Some of the 
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military units sent to Adana fraternized with the mob instead 
of swiftly implementing constitutional law and order. “We 
have got horrible reports from Adana,” wrote the director of 
the Régie. “When the staff of our factory had to flee to Mersin, 
the soldiers guarding our building killed all Armenians there.”24 
In Diyarbekir, Urfa, Mamuretülaziz, Erzurum, and Erzincan, 
similar scenes were prevented by valiant authorities loyal to the 
constitution. The situation in Erzican was nevertheless drastic. 
The soldiers of the garrison had tied Korans to their standards 
and entered the city, demanding that the Armenians be elimi-
nated and the sharia implemented.25 Exterminatory Islamism 
had permeated active parts of the society in Asia Minor since 
the massacres of the 1890s.

Talaat left his hideout in Istanbul on 16 April 1909, when 
the new cabinet was formed. Under a pretext, he asked for a 
leave from the parliament in Istanbul and went to Ayastefanos 
(Yeşilköy), a place next to Istanbul, in order to reorganize CUP 
power. He was leading in a commission that wrote martial dec-
larations in the name of the nation and the supreme constitu-
tion, while simultaneously derogatorily representing all rebels 
as self- serving spies and malefactors who misused religion. On 
22 April, a national assembly (meclis- i millî) with 100 out of 
266 deputies who had followed Talaat met in Ayastefanos. It 
replaced Abdulhamid with his brother Mehmed Reshad but 
sent deceptive telegrams to the new grand vizier that Abdul-
hamid’s sultanate was safe, and that the capital was not to be 
occupied. It enjoyed the ARF’s moral support but did not want 
the latter’s active participation at the march on the capital.26

In its subversive organization, national discourse, and anti-
liberal stance, this assembly anticipated the counterparliament 
in Ankara in 1920. It is safe to say that Talaat, though acting 
with others, was the main leader in Ayastefanos and determined 
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Abdulhamid’s deposition. The main goal was the reconquest 
and increase of CUP power, not constitutional rule accompa-
nied by law and order. The Ayastefanos group did not distin-
guish between liberal criticism of CUP rule and justified pleas 
of the population on one side and mob violence, demagoguery, 
and profiteers of disorder on the other. In this vein, it rejected 
a demand of pardon by the rebels, who were largely back in 
their quarters by 17 April 1909. Krikor Zohrab, a prominent, 
independant Armenian deputy and lawyer in Istanbul, had led 
a delegation from Istanbul to Ayastefanos in order to avoid a 
bloodbath and to prepare a negotiated solution.27

On 23 April 1909, the Action Army under Mahmud Şevket, 
which had gathered at Ayastefanos, marched to Istanbul with, 
among Şevket’s officers, Mustafa Kemal, later leader of the 1920 
countergovernment. The army quickly controlled the situa-
tion, declaring a state of emergency that was to last until July 
1912, to be quickly reinstalled until 1918. The reconquest of the 
capital resulted in the death of four hundred soldiers. A high 
but undetermined number of people were executed in public 
places after rapid trials. Vahdetî had already fled Istanbul on 18 
April and was executed only in July.28 “A sinister silence reigns 
in the streets,” Rambert wrote on 3 May, and he said there was, 
“a general unrest . . . many convicted have been shot during the 
night . . . the hangings go on for several days.”29

From Hidden to Semipublic Politics:  

Talaat as a Minister

Talaat had informally led in Ayastefanos. On 27 April 1909, he led 
during the close parliamentary meeting on Abdulhamid’s depo-
sition under the presidency of Said Pasha, the sultan’s former 
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grand vizier. In the days before, the Action Army had conquered 
Yıldız Palace. Once and for all, Talaat now wanted to eliminate 
Abdulhamid from politics, but he had to overcome resistance 
in the parliament and from the sheykhulislam Sahip Molla, who 
was absent under the pretext of illness. Molla’s fetva was, how-
ever, essential. Calling a meeting so that he could bully Molla 
face- to- face, Talaat and a delegation got the fetva for deposition 
or withdrawal, upon which the assembly decided for deposition. 
Talaat instructed Said that the CUP Central Committee wanted 
Abdulhamid to be exiled to Salonica. He arrived there with his 
wives, daughters, and a few servants on 28 April.30

Tevfik had been urged by Abdulhamid to replace Hilmi, a 
removal wanted by the putschists. His cabinet did not corre-
spond to the wishes of the CUP, so Talaat “convinced” Tevfik 
that he had to resign.31 Most ministers, including Ferid Pasha, 
the minister of the interior, remained, however, in the new cabi-
net of Hüseyin Hilmi, but helplessness reigned. Ferid, a close 
acquaintance of Rambert, asked his Swiss friend to not only 
write the speech for the new sultan but also one explaining the 
cabinet program, which would be presented to the deputies. 
Rambert was aware of— and found unfortunate— the remain-
ing great dissensions between the CUP and the government. 
Moreover, there was a general will to repression, “to gag the 
press, to suppress strikes, to suppress the associations’ abuses 
and freedom,” but also, by the cabinet, “to save the government 
from the CUP’s interference in the current affairs and the nomi-
nation of functionaries.” An impotent cabinet and parliament 
during the rebellion determined that henceforth “dictator-
ship,” as exemplified by Mahmud Şevket’s state of emergency, 
“appeared as an unavoidable eventuality.”32

As a consequence of the traumatic coup in April, the Central 
Committee wanted to increase its control and influence. Yet, 
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probably fearful of losing their grip, the éminences grises did 
not want the “young men” (Cavid, Talaat) to become minis-
ters.33 They preferred to insert their men as counselors of the 
ministers, but faced too much resistance in the cabinet and the 
parliament to implement the idea. Cavid, who already enjoyed 
prestige as a financial expert, was to assist the “entirely incom-
petent” finance minister Mehmed Rifat. In June, he succeeded 
him, becoming the first CUP minister.34 Yet the committee 
continued its pressure behind the scenes through Talaat and 
via “tickets”: “In the council of ministers, all is done by small, 
mysterious tickets. During its meeting . . . Hilmi Pasha is con-
stantly called outside to talk with an emissary of the committee. 
At any moment, he is given secret instructions or telegrams,” 
Rambert learned from Ferid, who resigned due to pressure.35 
Talaat took Ferid’s post in August 1909.

Before entering office, Talaat engaged in his first international 
experience, thanks to an invitation from the British Parliament 
offered after the 1908 revolution. He led a parliamentary del-
egation of seventeen deputies who attended sessions in West-
minster, talked with the British prime minister Lord Curzon 
and foreign minister Edward Grey, and visited several cities. Sir 
Francis Montefiors, honorary president of the English Zionist 
Federation, held a luncheon for part of the Ottoman delega-
tion, including Talaat, Dr. Rıza Tevfik, Nissim Mazliah, and 
Ruhi al- Khalidi (an Arab deputy from Jerusalem). Both Tevfik 
and Talaat warned that “the political aims of Zionism were not 
likely to evoke approval in the Turkish Empire.”36

Talaat communicated all news by telegraph to his political 
friends in the Ottoman Parliament, where the reception in 
London was felt as an important recognition. “The deputies of 
the youngest parliament on their visit to the oldest parliament 
have met with an extraordinarily warm reception. . . . There is 
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no need to search deeply into the pages of history to see how 
great this friendship is; we know it is practically a proverb with 
us: ‘The Turk’s best friend is the Englishman,’ ” the Istanbul 
press wrote.37 Despite possible British encouragement of the 
April 1909 rebellion, the CUP leaders still set their hopes— at 
least publicly— on friendship with Great Britain, since they had 
known Germany as a friend of the ancien régime. Therefore, 
officially, Talaat did not follow up on an invitation for a visit to 
Germany that he had received while in Great Britain, demur-
ring with statements about the fatigue of the delegation. Never-
theless, he visited Berlin and Vienna on the way back from 
London, since CUP relations with German representatives in 
Istanbul had already been well initiated (see sec. “Sobered, Dis-
turbed, Depressed” in this chapter). Coming back from Europe 
as a designated minister in early August, he enjoyed consider-
able popularity in all circles that were close to the CUP. Politi-
cally, for serious observers, he was henceforth known as “the 
acknowledged head of the Committee of Union and Progress 
and the Young Turks.”38

The first hot issue for the new minister, the Adana mas-
sacres in April, had been discussed in parliament and dealt 
with already when he had been in Europe. As a member of 
the ARF- CUP interparty commission, Talaat was always kept 
up- to- date, possibly playing a leading part through the tele-
graph.39 The former minister of the interior had sent a fact- 
finding commission to Adana in May. From April to July, the 
government and most deputies, including those in the CUP, 
tended to interpret the massacre through Hamidian lenses, 
that is, by taking at face value the report of the vali (governor) 
of Adana, Mehmed Cevad, who had himself been involved in 
the mass crime. He had set a precedent of Armenian provo-
cation and— crucial point— had entirely exonerated the 
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authorities. However, basic facts became undeniable in July; 
hence, the cabinet drew conclusions and ordered the arrest 
of leading Muslim perpetrators, including Cevad. Still, many 
deputies blocked an open debate, partly out of fear from public 
reaction after the April chaos.40

Figure 3: “My collaborators in Turkey: Talaat Bey, 

minister of the interior,” in Enver Bey’s caption (written 

on the photo) for Germans in Berlin, where he served as a 

military attaché in 1909– 11 (Hauptstaatsarchiv Stuttgart).
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The CUP, the ARF, and other representatives, including 
Zohrab, therefore acted from a behind- the- scenes arrangement, 
simultaneous with Talaat’s start as a minister. The influential 
CUP member Ahmed Cemal was nominated as the new gover-
nor of Adana; the government publicly rejected the argument of 
an Armenian provocation, and important funds were provided 
to help the victims and reconstruction. Apparently lacking alter-
natives, and despite voices of warning in their community, the 
Armenians attached their constitutional hopes even more tightly 
to the CUP, although provincial CUP branches had openly 
cooperated with anti- Armenian reactionaries in April and CUP 
deputies had proved slow or even unwilling to remove Hamid-
ian glasses. The parliament as a whole had proved incapable of 
coming to terms with the mass crime, not least because the even 
more comprehensive crimes of the 1890s, including restitution of 
goods and land, had still not been addressed and cleared.

Entrenched patterns of denial, along with the refusal of tes-
timony against Muslim perpetrators, still not only dominated 
the public space but also characterized CUP members on the 
parliamentary commission that dealt with the issue. One of 
those responsible for the massacre, a former mufti, had begun 
“going here and there and saying that freedom and the Consti-
tution were inventions of the Christians, who are opposed to 
the Sharia; in this fashion, he began to stir up the population 
and turn them against the Christians and the Constitution,” 
reads the report of Agop Babikian (the Armenian member of 
the commission), which nevertheless remained concealed.41 
In his report, Ali Münif (Yeğenağa), Talaat’s close friend and 
collaborator from 1909 to 1918, used tranquilizing language 
that made perpetratorship disappear. His memoirs prove that 
already in 1909 he did not consider the Armenians as compa-
triots and citizens (vatandaş) in their full right.42
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The same is true for Talaat who, in the retrospective gaze of 
his 1919 apologia, entirely misses Babikian’s main points when 
he refers to him as a proof of Armenian provocation. In his bit-
ter exile in Berlin, Talaat’s conspiracy thinking went so far as to 
pretend that Armenians had wanted to provoke a massacre in 
order to establish an Armenian autonomy with European help. 
In 1909, Talaat had been comparably open to Armenians, but 
he was not ready to face reality, to publish Babikian’s report, 
and thus to prepare a constitutional future based on facts.43 
All in all, the parliamentary handling of the Adana massacre 
resembles an all- too- familiar chauvinist attitude that can never 
accept rape as a crime but instead emphasizes provocation by 
the victim.

On 20 August 1909, the CUP and the ARF concluded an 
accord on the terms of a reaffirmed cooperation “to save the 
Ottoman fatherland from separation and division.”44 They 
“accepted the grievous Adana massacres as a warning admo-
nition” and “decided to work hand- in- hand,” to defend the 
constitution against reactionary movements. Notably, on 
Armenian insistence, they also agreed on “expanding provin-
cial rights,” that is, on paper, on more regionalism in Sabahad-
din’s sense, even if the CUP had in fact internalized centralism. 
The 20 August accord did not mention the restitution of land 
grabbed in the 1890s. This crucial issue of the Armenian Ques-
tion also challenged Talaat’s ministry. He promised to solve it 
by administrative measures, thus circumventing lengthy and 
uncertain trials in which non- Muslims were disadvantaged.

Politically, a positive atmosphere of departure had partly 
returned in late summer and autumn 1909. For the first time, 
the CUP had its own ministers. They enjoyed a positive image, 
nationally and internationally. One of them, Talaat, in the eyes of 
several people already had what it took to become a grand vizier. 
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“The minister of the interior Talaat Bey . . . is one of the most 
sympathetic humans one can imagine. His face radiates the most 
perfect loyalty. He is a nice man [brave homme] in the best mean-
ing of this term. But he is also one of the most remarkable among 
the new persons in Turkish politics, so that he is already conjec-
tured as the future grand vizier,” a French journalist wrote.45

Instead of receiving submissive visitors, as superiors tradi-
tionally did during the Bayram holiday at the end of Ramadan, 
the ministers Talaat, Cavid, and Bedros Halajian (of public 
works) left the capital on 14 October 1909, to “come into contact 
with the population” in the provinces. Edouard Huguenin Pasha 
(1856– 1926) accompanied them. Having worked in many of its 
regions since 1879, this Swiss- born, Turkish- speaking director of 
the Anatolian Railway knew Asia Minor better than other high- 
ranking officials and the Macedonian CUP leaders. “These sirs 
will realize how much there is to gain in terms of prestige and 
knowledge of the country, encountering themselves the people 
and the matters of the provinces. This looks like nothing, but it 
is a revolution in the habits of the administration. I am greatly 
pleased,” noted Rambert, Huguenin’s longtime friend, with 
whom he met almost daily in Pera, Istanbul’s center on the Euro-
pean side. Rambert commented similarly on the sultan’s travel to 
Izmit and Bursa in late October 1909.46 After a private audience, 
Rambert described Mehmed V as jovial, good- natured, and 
friendly. But in all important affairs, the head of a henceforth- 
reduced sultanate had to obey committee orders.47

By mid- December 1909, Rambert and Huguenin still had the 
impression of a solid and trusted group formed by Hilmi, Cavid, 
Talaat, and Halajian, whose government was quite authoritar-
ian but unavoidably so in the eyes of most people. They also 
observed “a very democratic contempt for decorations” among 
CUP politicians but skeptically predicted that this would 
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probably not last.48 In this vein, they also seriously questioned 
the CUP, a “tyrannical organization” in their eyes, but again, per-
haps necessarily so for a certain time in the turbulent circum-
stances. CUP politics excluded minority positions and lacked 
balancing mechanisms, and thus could not last as a democratic 
entity in any reasonable assessment. Even if in its 1909 Congress 
the CUP had decided to be more transparent, to separate its 
parliamentarian party from the committee and also to waive the 
secret initiation to membership, this did not develop in reality.

The CUP’s behavior in the parliament and cabinet reflected 
the approach and practices entrenched in the Central Commit-
tee. CUP parliamentarians “had to completely sacrifice their 
personal opinions” except during internal party meetings. 
Rambert concluded that the CUP had become a highly dis-
ciplined association de salut public (as known from the French 
Revolution). Nâzım and Şakir insisted that these were still revo-
lutionary times and that the government must be checked by 
the committee. In contrast, it seems that by late 1909, Talaat 
was eager to pass on to more transparent governmental poli-
tics, without the secret monitoring by the committee. He was 
quoted as shouting in the Central Committee, “There cannot 
be a state within the state!” The éminences grises certainly did 
not want this, since they would have lost their power, rooted as 
it was, in their case, in the committee alone.49

Sobered, Disturbed, Depressed:  

A Crisis for Talaat and the Ottoman Future

Unfortunately, the general political mood changed in late 1909. 
Since July 1908, nothing substantial had been achieved. Unre-
solved problems accumulated, evidence of “the indecision of 
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men who do not know how to take and to solve them.” Otto-
man politics were in the doldrums after Grand Vizier Hilmi 
Pasha’s withdrawal on 31 December 1909, due to incompabil-
ity between the grand vizier and CUP representatives, accord-
ing to Rambert, who said, “The young men have the natural 
tendency to throw the responsibility on all those who have 
played a role in the ancien régime.” The committee had pres-
sured Hilmi to evict Gabriel Noradunghian, the minister of 
economy and culture, a high- ranking functionary also under 
Abdulhamid. Rambert knew the details, since he had had long 
talks with both Hilmi and Ibrahim Hakkı Pasha, Hilmi’s succes-
sor. According to his sources, the committee also considered 
withdrawing Talaat from the cabinet, reproaching him for his 
bad nominations in the provinces and for being too docile.50

A major test for the government and Talaat was unrest in 
Albania. A strong Albanist movement wanted to introduce the 
Latin alphabet for written Albanian and resented the CUP ideol-
ogy of centralization in politics and culture. Propaganda against 
Albanism blended Islam, Ottomanism, and an Albanian patriot-
ism loyal to the empire. The CUP preferred to maintain the Ara-
bic alphabet (or “Turkish alphabet” in Albanian vocabulary) 
and aimed not only at maintaining but also strengthening the 
Ottoman language, written in Arabic letters, as the hegemonic 
language of a predominantly Islamic empire. If the Albanians 
chose Latin letters, they would distance themselves from Istan-
bul. All population groups, including Sunni Muslims, were rep-
resented in the Albanist movement, but it was especially notable 
for Bektashis and Christians. A general rebellion in spring 1910, 
after the arrests of Albanist leaders, scared Talaat. Far from estab-
lishing democracy, the CUP had to rely on regional notables 
and the ulema (scholars of the sheykhulislam administration) 
or other Islamic networks to maintain power.
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Talaat hesitated to use force to disarm the people but was 
reprimanded by the éminences grises, whose negative out-
look on intra- Ottoman autonomies he principally adhered 
to. He yielded and henceforth CUP politics against autono-
mist tendencies in Albania were heavy- handed, with the army 
being used in blanket repressions, aggressive plots, and pro-
paganda, in an effort to further split Albanian society. CUP 
man (but not Central Committee member) General Ahmed 
İzzet Pasha, a senior officer of Albanian descent, was sent to 
Yemen because he bitterly opposed this policy. Though in this 
study’s terminology— imperially biased in a thorough sense— 
Ahmed İzzet Pasha’s bias went hand in hand with paternalistic 
obligations and Muslim ethics (as in similar cases, e.g., Mus-
tafa  Hayri’s). “In this issue I have again and again tried to draw 
Talaat Bey’s attention and to explain to him that . . . instead of 
success by Machiavellian politics, damage would result.”51

Albania was lost to the empire in 1912 during the First Balkan 
War. Another essential test was the land question in Eastern 
Asia Minor, to which I will return. Often called Anatolia, Asia 
Minor was the place where the empire had originated. It was 
essential for the Ottoman future, whereas Albania, Palestine, 
and Yemen were not. In Yemen, insurrection had started in 
1904. Imam Yahya was granted autonomous Zaydi- Shiite rule 
in Northern Yemen in October 1911. In the case of Yemen, right 
from the beginning of his ministry in summer 1909, Talaat had 
suspended all autonomy plans and, in September, sent twelve 
battalions to Yemen to crush rebellion, however, without the 
desired success.52

Regarding Palestine, Talaat stood under considerable 
pressure from Arab deputies and Zionists. The latter wanted 
free immigration, the former the prohibition of Jewish mass 
immigration and land purchase. Talaat decided to renew 
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Abdulhamid’s anti- Zionist restrictions. Petitions had increased 
after 1908, giving the local, mostly illiterate population a voice 
via arzuhalci (petition writers). Strong- worded petitions, 
mostly addressed to the Ministry of the Interior, expressed 
disappointment that the empire turned a blind eye to Zionist 
activity, which had created a state within the state. A number 
of Zionists, though not high representatives, declared this to 
be their goal.53

———

The wisdom not only of hindsight but also of farsighted con-
temporaries suggests that the empire was, in fact, undeniably 
overstretched. Overpatriotic, overpoliticized, and state- centric 
CUP men nevertheless stuck to the dogma of the empire’s sal-
vation as a centralist and unitary entity. Major General Imhoff 
Pasha (Heinrich K. A. Imhoff ) critically remarked that the 
inexperienced minister Talaat “obstinately maintained the plan 
to bestow Turkey with a tautly centralized, leveling administra-
tion,” despite experiences that taught the wisdom of a different 
course.54 Nâzım and Şakir, strategic leaders of the Central Com-
mittee until 1912, proved incapable of setting realistic and far-
seeing priorities, thus limiting the scope of action of the young 
CUP ministers they controlled. Imperially biased radical activ-
ists, they abhorred considering the necessity of regionalization, 
a general shakeout and reduction of the empire, while simul-
taneously refusing Armenian partnership. Wisdom instead of 
patriotic dogmas would have commanded a peaceful transition 
to new forms of government in a reduced Ottoman realm. Of 
this, evidently, Asia Minor would form the core.

German ambassador Adolf Marschall von Bieberstein was 
unfair when, in a talk with Rambert in early 1910, he acidly 
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disqualified Talaat because of his great “unknown incapac-
ity.” As behind- the- scenes leaders, it was the smug éminences 
grises who foremost failed— as far as viable, rather than cata-
clysmic, futures were concerned.55 Let us imagine that in 1910 
Talaat had already deployed the organizational genius and 
energy (remarked upon by Ludwig in 1915) in the eastern 
provinces, but constructively. He would have had a realistic 
chance, as CUP governor Celâl testified, to achieve conditions 
in accordance with constitutional rule. But after 1910– 11, this 
priority lost its appeal. Until then, on the search for consti-
tutional horizons, Talaat had been more open to true reform 
than many others.

Accustomed to corruption in juridical affairs and to political 
assassinations, it is, however, unavoidable to state that Talaat 
probably lacked, early on, the character and courage for fun-
damental amelioration.56 The social Darwinist and instrumen-
tally Islamist imprint of Nâzım and Şakir was already present in 
Talaat’s scantily trained and educated mind. These influences 
continued to determine his policy after 1912, when he eman-
cipated himself in terms of operative power. In some contrast 
to them, he was less inclined to pursue chimerical goals of a 
restored or expanding empire put on the road to progress. 
His appearence was more authentic and less grim than that 
of the éminences grises, who had the nature of sectarians.57 
Talaat appeared as more jovial, thus his popularity. Nâzım, for 
instance, in a fierce overidentification with the CUP and the 
empire, was eager to suppress his Dönme roots, disregarding his 
origins. This attitude is comparable to that of Leon Trotsky, a 
contemporary leader of revolutionary socialism in Russia, who 
refused to cope with and even played down his Jewishness.58

Real challenges of Talaat’s ministry, embarrassment from 
within the committee, and bad press contributed to his deep 
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crisis, starting in early 1910. Previously known as calm and jovial, 
he displayed ever- increasing nervousness, which also affected 
him in parliament. On different occasions, his new discompo-
sure made him say disturbing, anticonstitutional statements, 
casting a dark shadow on his political career and the Ottoman 
future. During the CUP Congress in Salonica in November 
1910, interior and financial affairs were avidly discussed and the 
ministers criticized, to which the young CUP ministers reacted 
with little self- confidence. Talaat’s speech at a CUP meeting in 
Manastir on 28 August 1910 already proves his precocious loss 
of trust in constitutional ideals and the fatal perspective that 
there could “be no question of equality until we succeed in our 
task of Ottomanizing the Empire.”59

This statement not only put cooperation on an equal foot-
ing with an uncertain future but made it depend on a previous 
national- imperial Ottomanization blended with Turkification 
(“Ottomanization” now taking a new, centralist, and Turkist 
sense). This antiegalitarian recalibration went hand in hand 
with Talaat’s reorganization of the provincial CUP branches. 
Loyalty to the letter and the spirit of the constitution hence-
forth played a minor role or no role at all; what counted was 
the co- optation of local Muslim lords ready to cooperate with 
the CUP in order to safeguard and consolidate power. If we 
believe Talaat’s 1919 apologia, an ARF memorandum presented 
to the Socialist International Congress in Copenhagen in late 
August 1910 had impressed him concerning the Armenian will 
toward self- defense and organization, and had reverted him to 
his “primordial” Ottoman Muslim loyalty.60

There was a soul in Talaat’s breast that cared about the 
Armenians, and he knew well that cooperation with them 
was the key for a modern, constitutional Turkey. Armenian 
international networks and lobbying were, however, tools 
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that Talaat and the CUP feared and hated. They could not 
accept these means as a necessary lever for realistic politics. 
They also feared vocal Islamic opposition and mob violence 
organized by regional lords. There was, therefore, another 
soul in Talaat— mirroring the mentality of key members in 
the committee— that did not believe in equal cooperation 
but considered the co- optation of local Muslim forces as the 
only possible domestic realpolitik. In contrast to the ARF, the 
CUP possessed violent alternatives. The unpunished, unfor-
gotten massacres of the 1890s, even if publicly ostracized in the 
Ottoman capital, remained a powerful pattern of destruction 
instead of cooperation. It is plausible that in his crisis, Talaat 
might already have thought about the option of getting rid of 
the Armenians.61

Figure 4: CUP meeting (1913): Talaat Bey, sitting (no. 1), on his left 

Enver Bey, standing (no. 2), Said Halim, sitting (no. 3), Cemal Pasha (no. 4), 

Ismail Canbolad (no. 11), and after him, without a number, Midhat Şükrü 

(© akg- images, Berlin, Sammlung Archiv für Kunst und Geschichte).



88 C h a p t e r  3

Talaat’s crisis accompanied a general crisis of the CUP and, 
interestingly, a turn to Germany in international politics in 
autumn 1910, the only European partner, in Cavid’s words, not 
to set conditions “inconsistent with the dignity of Turkey.” This 
turn was, however, actively prepared and backed by Ambassa-
dor Marschall von Bieberstein since the aftermath of the Young 
Turk Revolution. During his stay in Istanbul in July 1910, where 
he met with diplomats and CUP leaders, Churchill experienced 
“a great sympathy with the Young Turks,” and already felt that 
the Germans had “got the better of our diplomacy there.” Karl 
Helfferich and Paul Weitz, the Istanbul correspondent of the 
Frankfurter Zeitung, made arrangements to print propagandis-
tic materials and, in Helfferich’s words, to gather “baksheesh” 
(bribes), besides “advances ad libitum.” Helfferich was a codi-
rector of the Deutsche Bank and second director of the Anato-
lian Railway next to Huguenin, the first director. In contrast to 
this cosmopolite, Helfferich embraced the German geopolitical 
interest of the Bagdadbahn (Baghdad Railway). Documents of 
the Deutsche Bank suggest that in late spring 1909, the CUP was 
given 100,000 francs for their newspaper Tanin. This coincided 
with Enver’s stay in Berlin as a military attaché— he arrived 
there in March 1909 and was henceforth a staunch admirer of 
German power— and with the start of journalist Ernst Jäckh’s 
career as an influential propagandist of German- Turkish friend-
ship, even when his CUP friends became dictatorial and radical 
nationalists in 1913. He contributed substantially to what some 
contemporaries called Türkenfieber (Turk fever) and became 
himself, from 1914, a propagandist of the common war effort. 
After a holiday trip to Turkey in 1908, in articles Jäckh had 
exalted the Young Turk Revolution as a revelation of global 
reach and prophesied a “Rising Crescent” (title of his seminal, 
continually reedited book of 1911).62
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In 1910, Germany took the opportunity of Cavid’s failure to 
get an important loan in Paris and London. “I consider it emi-
nently important that we not only contract the loan promptly but 
leave behind the impression of magnanimous generosity,” Helf-
ferich wrote on 6 November 1910 to the Deutsche Bank. Thus, 
Germany markedly, once again, became friends with Turkey. 
“Financial help comes from Germany,” Rambert commented in 
November 1910, on the result of Helfferich’s visit in Istanbul; “the 
political orientation has deeply changed.” Luminary of German 
Weltpolitik (world politics), for a decade Helfferich was a very 
frequent acquaintance of Cavid, and— via Cavid or directly— of 
Talaat. During World War I, he became secretary for the Ger-
man Treasury and vice- chancellor. He is mentioned even more 
frequently in Cavid’s diary than Huguenin, who often partici-
pated in financial negotiations, at times as a facilitator. Most of 

Figure 5: Winston Churchill between Talaat Bey and Cavid Bey (both 

wearing fezzes) during Churchill’s private stay in Istanbul in July 1910 (Churchill 

Archives Centre, Broadwater Collection. Reproduced with permission 

of Curtis Brown, London, on behalf of the Broadwater Collection).
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these negotiations were related to the Bagdadbahn, an infra-
structural project leading through Asia Minor and Iraq, which 
was largely financed by the Deutsche Bank. Rambert stood close 
to Huguenin and Cavid. At times, he dined with them, as on 28 
October 1911, when Helfferich and Weitz were additional guests 
in his home in Beyoglu. In Cavid’s diary, only Talaat is more 
frequently mentioned than Helfferich and Huguenin.63

Talaat’s crisis also had a personal aspect. In summer 1909, 
he had married Hayriye, an Albanian girl from Ottoman Yanya 
(since 1913 Greek) who, like him, did not come from a distin-
guished family and mostly spoke Greek. After secret medical 
inquiries around 1911, he had to accept that he could not father a 
child. He began to say that “the marriage and affectionate adher-
ence to a house could hinder the execution of duties that the 
ideal demands. If a komiteci nevertheless gets married, he should 
not have children.” He insisted, in the vein of an activist entirely 
committed to his ideal and duty, that a “komiteci should not 
think about anybody behind him. If he cared, he would advance 
only hesitantly.” This was in full accord with Ziya Gökalp’s blind 
surrender to duty and ideal. According to Ali Münif, who was 
the same age, Talaat appeared as if he would not love children 
but at the same time seemed to envy those who had children.64 
Enver’s mother alluded cruelly to Talaat’s childlessness when, in 
mid- July 1914, she leaned on him not to nominate Cevdet, her 
daughter’s husband, as governor of the eastern province of Bitlis 
because she did not want her to be so far away: “If only you also 
had a child, then you could understand the fire of my heart.”65

———

If constitutional rule was implemented in Asia Minor, the 1908 
revolution had not been in vain, even if other territories were 
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lost. If the CUP possessed political substance and thus was more 
than a conspiratorial power organization, it would deploy all its 
means to realize equality and the rule of law, and to rectify out-
rageous wrongs from the Hamidian era. Talaat acknowledged 
that the Armenian demands were justified and that land stolen 
during the Hamidian period had to be restituted. However, the 
agrarian question could be solved only if the government com-
mitted itself resolutely to this task and did not shy away from 
confrontation with Muslim lords on the ground.

Yet this was not the case; CUP member Celâl, governor of 
the province of Erzurum in 1909– 11, wrote in retrospect of the 
decisive lapse of time in Erzurum. He knew the Armenians 
there were particularly loyal to the constitution and, together 
with other comparatively weak groups, in need of a solid rule of 
law against ruthless regional lords. Nevertheless, resolute coop-
eration with Armenian organizations, though required, was not 
realized because Talaat lacked the audacity to choose this road. 
By early 1912, he lacked even the will to spend a serious sum of 
money to defuse the land problem for a majority of Christian 
peasants.66

As the first CUP minister of the interior, Talaat was the main 
figure responsible for better administration and for finding a 
solution to the agrarian question. Celâl judged that Talaat and 
the whole cabinet failed in this task. Instead of concentrating on 
basic justice and good government in critical areas, they chose 
dubious regional lords. The plain constitutional gospel of fair-
ness and justice possessed an appeal for everybody in the prov-
inces and not just for minoritarian Christians and Alevis. This 
was, however, clearly not the case for important groups whose 
leaders shared in robbery and exploitation, especially in the 
land grab of the 1890s, or who patronized their dependents with 
antiminoritarian and, at times, openly xenophobic Islamism.



92 C h a p t e r  3

Instead of concentrating on the constitutional gospel and 
its concrete implementation, the CUP affiliated itself with a 
propagandistic mix of Islamism and Ottoman myths in the tra-
dition of Şakir’s pamphletism. After hesitation, Talaat joined 
this stance. The CUP shied away from a timely confrontation 
with lords whom, a short time later, it began to appropriate. 
Moreover, it practiced CUP nepotism. “Capacity, competence 
and experience no longer play a role, but only the favor of the 
Committee,” the German ambassador Marschall von Bieber-
stein complained.67

In the capital, Armenians, sympathetic CUP leaders, and 
others still celebrated harmony and cooperation when pos-
sible, for example, during a grand ball in Pera Palace in favor of 
Armenian charity. In the presence of the grand vizier and min-
isters, Cavid did all he could to encourage people to donate at 
this ball on 3 March 1910, less than a year after the Adana mas-
sacres. Yet in the same week, Adom (alias Harutyun Shahri-
gian), a leading intellectual of the ARF in Istanbul, published 
a profoundly sobering book on how to conceive the Ottoman 
nation. For Adom, Ottomanism was “the collective union of 
the individual citizens” and ought not to assimilate or dis-
solve national subunits, as the CUP obviously had already 
attempted to do. He concluded that the Armenian vision of 
the Ottoman nation, based on constitutional patriotism, was 
“greater, more sublime, and more perfect than the one com-
prehended and yearned for by the narrow[- minded], chauvin-
ist Turkish intellectuals.”68 In the December session of the 
same year, the socialist deputy of Erzurum, Vartkes Seren-
gülian, gave a “very well done and substantial” summary of 
the interior situation of Ottoman Turkey— with few signs of 
hope. Lacking valid alternatives, he nevertheless supported 
the cabinet.69
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A parliamentary debate starting on 1 March 1911 and continu-
ing through 16 May mirrored the possibilities and limits of a 
fundamental intra- Ottoman debate on global history, mono-
theism, and urgent problems of late Ottoman society. Talaat 
opposed accusations of a CUP- Zionist collusion for loan agree-
ments and immigration. He argued shortly and defensively, 
without touching on Zionism. Grand Vizier Hakkı Pasha was 
defensive as well, but not at all versed in the topic. The Jewish 
deputies appeared evasive, likely because they feared confronta-
tions. The context was suffocating. Emmanuel Karasu (Carasso) 
and Nissim Mazliah disclaimed any links to the Zionists, played 
down the significance of Zionism, and astutely suggested that 
since the Koran had superseded the Torah, there was nothing 
for Muslims to fear from biblical prophecies on the restoration 
of Israel. “If Zionism is truly damaging for the state, I [will] 
entirely agree with the state. . . . Let us burn the Torah for the 
state [if necessary],” Mazliah exclaimed on 16 May, without 
delving into the topic itself. Critics of Zionism were diverse. 
Palestinian deputy Ruhi al- Khalidi was the most erudite among 
them. Others mixed imperially biased anti- Jewish views with 
serious arguments on motives for autonomy and a Jewish state, 
as well as on practices that included land purchase, the exploita-
tion of Ottoman corruption, and far- reaching local self- rule as 
practiced by Jewish settlers.70

In early March 1911, Talaat stepped back from his minis-
try, practically forced to do so not only by the opposition but 
also by his own crisis, without a compelling, obvious reason. 
“Doesn’t he exaggerate when he says that he cannot resist lon-
ger?” Cavid asked. Halil (Menteşe) took his spot in the minis-
try, then Celâl. Halil and Talaat were contemporaries and had 
first met after the parliament had opened; they also closely 
cooperated in the future. A few days after Talaat had resigned, 
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the committee ordered the withdrawal of his CUP ministers 
Emrullah Efendi and Bedros Halajian. Cavid bitterly criticized 
the decision “to sacrifice” Halajian and to not even give him the 
opportunity to resign himself, as Talaat had done. To exclude 
the Armenian in a critical time was “tantamount to hurting the 
group that is one of the most loyal to us,” he confided in his 
diary. Cavid, however, lacked the courage and power to con-
front his CUP friends on this and many other related issues.71

Four years before Talaat sent him to death (along with 
Zohrab), on 16 May 1911 the Armenian deputy Ohannes  Vartkes 
Serengülian participated in the final phase of the debate on 
Zionism. Talaat listened to the sincere and penetrating speech, 

Figure 6: Halil, close CUP friend and Talaat’s successor 

in early 1911, becoming minister of the interior (from the 

Ottoman satirical journal Cem, 18 February 1911, 9).
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which he only interrupted once. As political friends noted, he 
admired and envied Vartkes’s exemplary attitude of a principled 
socialist and revolutionary.72 Vartkes began asking rhetorically 
if the reason for anti- Jewish discrimination in different coun-
tries was a Jewish intention to establish everywhere a separat-
ist kingdom. “I say this because I am a child of the Armenian 
nation. I fear that the conditions that befell us will also affect 
the Jews. . . . Thirty years ago, Armenian representatives applied 
because of [land] seizures, but they were never taken seriously.” 
Unpunished looting and the abduction of women and girls 
showed how force, not law, reigned over society.

This triggered, Vartkes added, Armenian revolutionary 
action that mean- spirited groups interpreted as an effort to 
build up an Armenian kingdom, whence anti- Armenian hate 
erupted among these groups. Armenians had sweepingly been 
stigmatized as traitors even before Jews or anyone else. Know-
ing the sensibility, Vartkes did not explicitly mention the 1890s 
massacres when he witnessed a fanatic behead his own father. 
His speech linked the futures of Jews and Armenians— both 
were formerly religiously protected (zimmi) and were sub-
ordinate minorities now living in modernizing empires but, in 
this context, experiencing the threat of pogroms even more. 
Anti- Armenian violence under Abdulhamid had far outreached 
the worst anti- Jewish pogroms in Russia. Vartkes criticized the 
way in which Zionism was now discussed, because mob vio-
lence might be aroused. The government should directly be 
addressed in this case, he argued. Nevertheless, he still hoped 
for decisive governmental action.

Vartkes insisted on the calamity of societal violence, of 
which Armenians would again become the first target if ten-
sions escalated in Ottoman society: “If there are turbulences in 
Palestine or at any other [Ottoman] place, they will again first 
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cut off the heads of Armenians.” He appealed to the assembly 
and the government at last to take seriously the reality of vio-
lence instead of doing everything to please majorities in the 
provinces. Love of humankind, not nationalism, compelled 
him to emphasize the problem. “The Turks are not brutal,” a 
deputy retorted; “you still want to accuse the Turks with old 
things.” Vartkes responded that murder must be called mur-
der. Feyzi Pirinççizâde, notorious instigator of pogroms and 
a deputy from Diyarbekir, also queried anti- Armenian vio-
lence, as did Halil, now minister of the interior, whom Vartkes 
had hopefully called as his witness. Halil was entirely evasive, 
even denialist. “If one or two times a crime has happened, 
the government has prosecuted and arrested the perpetra-
tors.” Asım from Mamuretülaziz warned: “Do not charge the 
people.” Talaat, too, interjected, “If there is anything that the 
government neglected to do, say it.” Vartkes addressed the land 
issue. Asım responded, “It must be resolved; on this we agree.” 
Vartkes answered, “If we see that day, you will not be happy 
but destitute.”73 Because he had been a profiteer in 1895, Asım 
would lose a lot of land.

A considerable factor in Talaat’s crisis was his inability to rise 
to the diversity of conflicting high expectations set upon him. 
From the Armenian side, it was not only the demand of real con-
stitutional rule but also a remarkable supposition of the ARF 
(the CUP’s ally). They held that Talaat shared the ARF’s leftist 
ideals of society more than most others in the Central Com-
mittee. Ahmed Cemal and Hasan Tahsin seemed to join him in 
this. In contrast, the ARF representatives saw Şakir, Rahmi, and 
Ahmed Rıza as the right wing of the CUP. In late summer 1909, 
the ARF had considered Talaat’s ministry as being “most[ly] on 
the left.” In this context, it had discussed the introduction of a 
cantonal federalism according to the Swiss model.74 In spring 
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1911, a meeting of the mixed ARF- CUP council, which, since 
1910, had helped improve ARF- CUP relations, decided to solve 
the agrarian question administratively instead of by tribunals, 
and to organize Armenian village guards, armed by the govern-
ment. Among the CUP leaders, Cavid and Ömer Naci at least 
were ready to look at the realities in the East in social terms, 
thus considering the cleavage between great landowners and 
peasants in general, Armenians and Kurds, and not always 
emphasizing ethnoreligious tensions.75

Yet in summer 1911, the hope and confidence in common 
leftist horizons, and trust in general, was lost. The committee 
was at pains to represent Talaat, “the embodiment of the CUP 
and target for all who had complaints against the latter body,” 
as “a good Mussulman,” who “was not a Freemason” and had 
nothing to do with “atheism.” Thus, three years before World 
War I, when in Europe the internationalist left capitulated to a 
nationalist burgfriede (party truce) in each country, fragile left-
ist ideals collapsed for good in the late Ottoman political arena. 
The self- interested turn of Alexander Helphand Parvus from 
small but authentic Ottoman socialist circles to the CUP and 
Turkist organizations is a strong indicator for this approach-
ing dead end of international socialism (the Russian- German 
socialist Parvus agitated from 1910 to 1915 in Istanbul; see chap. 
4, sec. “Rûm Removal”). Fear and the use of Islam prevailed in 
the CUP, and it began to consider a nationalist alliance with 
Muslims, thus dropping ideals of social change in favor of a 
Turkish- Muslim alignment. During the general assembly of 
the ARF in August 1911, a disillusioned Adom stated that “left-
ist Talaat assumed” this development and, instead of any self- 
criticism and soul- searching, pointed to the Armenian side, if 
there were troubles in the provinces— now simply repeating 
what biased valis reported.76
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A New Friend: Ziya Gökalp, 

Prophet of Messianist Turkism

Constitutional patriotism originated in the Tanzimât and had 
grown deep roots in parts of the Young Turk movement— 
clearly so in Cavid’s case and even more clearly for the Arme-
nians who relied existentially on constitutional rule. It was 
much less rooted, however, in Talaat’s, Nâzım’s, and Şakir’s 
ideas of socialization, or in that of Mehmed Ziya Gökalp (1876– 
1924), who settled down in Salonica in 1909. In September 
1909, he had come from his hometown Diyarbekir to assist as a 
delegate of the Diyarbekir CUP branch at the CUP Congress. 
He became a close acquaintance of the Salonician group and, 
in 1910, a Central Committee member.77 He found congenial 
friends and admirers, founded literary and philosophical jour-
nals with them, and, finally based in the capital Istanbul, was the 
leader of a new school of thought or sect (tarikat) of modern 
Turkism, as Muhittin Birgen, one of his disciples, put it.

Ziya was to be “the spirit” who, after years of ideological 
vagueness, “gave the CUP a determinate social and political 
doctrine.”78 According to Gökalp, he inspired an entire young 
generation in search of ideological orientation by discovering 
and establishing the salutary ideal of Turan. This was to save 
them from a general political and mental deadlock that opposed 
Ottomanism and Islamism in the aftermath of 1908.79 Talaat 
became less his disciple than an overarching force that swal-
lowed up fresh shoots from this new tree of knowledge, with 
whom he frequently discussed issues. At the same time, Gökalp 
served him as a prophet and appeared as a superior mind, as 
attested to by a contemporary Turkish historian: “Talaat Pasha 
and Enver Pasha adored Ziya Gökalp like a holy man [walī]. 
They took every word from him as wonderful wisdom. In every 
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topic, his scientific opinions made him predominant in the 
Central Committee.” In the recollections of Gökalp’s daughter, 
her father had been “Talaat Pasha’s closest friend. The Pasha 
visited us frequently with his friends and talked until late in the 
night. I was then a child. From time to time I entered the parlor 
and found my father always standing. He spoke and spoke all 
the time.”80

In his new Salonician home, Ziya converted from a 1908 
Ottomanism, with sympathy for American federalism, to 
Turkism, heroic pan- Turkism, and the will to a centralist power 
organization— the last all based, in his case, on the belief in 
Muslim supremacy and the emerging new global power of 
Turkdom. Around 1911 he gave himself the pen name Gök- Alp, 
meaning “hero” or “warrior of the sky.” Along with the Central 
Committee, he moved to Istanbul in 1912. Gökalp was to have a 
strong intellectual influence on Talaat, the CUP, and the entire 
movement of Turkism, including the Turkish nationalism of 
the Republic of Turkey, and his influence remains evident in 
the Turkish Islamism of leading figures in today’s Justice and 
Development Party (AKP). Gökalp’s impact goes far beyond 
Şakir’s and Nâzım’s pamphletism, even if they shared common, 
basic elements. He is important, not only for the formative 
intellectual and ideological framing of Talaat’s peer group in 
and around the Central Committee since 1910 but also for the 
understanding of the eastern provinces, the reform issue, and 
the Armenian Question. These became main factors of CUP 
policy from 1913 onward, once Talaat was the actual leader. We 
need, therefore, to go back to Diyarbekir of the 1890s in order 
to understand this strand.

The new governmental high school in Diyarbekir, which 
Ziya attended in the mid- 1890s, was a hotbed of antiauthori-
tarian and anti- Hamidian youth rebellion against despotism, 
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corporal punishments, and brainless religious education. It 
used the rhetoric of patriotism, revolution, scientism, and 
sacrifice for the nation. Ziya was influenced by Dr. Abdullah 
Cevdet, a cofounder of the CUP, who was temporarily sent 
to Diyarbekir in autumn 1894, where he formed a kind of first 
CUP nucleus or circle.81 The young doctor became friends 
with the seven- years- younger student, who was clearly seek-
ing orientation and new horizons. Ziya was born and raised 
in a traditional religious environment, but at the same time he 
was aware of Western science and progress, taught, above all, 
in missionary and Armenian schools and practiced in hospi-
tals in the region. Another important inspiration for Ziya was 
a Rûm (Greek Orthodox) high school teacher, an atheist who 
introduced him to a materialist vision of the world. Depressed 
and confused when his familiar weltanschauung collapsed, Ziya 
shot himself in the head on 3 January 1895— but survived.82

In a 1922 retrospective, Ziya declared that the quest for 
supreme truth (hakikat- i kübra) preoccupied him during his 
depressive attacks as an adolescent, and that this quest was 
accompanied by questions regarding freedom, truth, human-
ity, and the impact of scientific natural laws on human life and 
society. He stated that the supreme truth revealed itself to 
him in the ideal (mefkûre) of nation and liberty, and that this 
healed him.83 In an epic poem written in early 1913 and entitled 
“Kızılelma,” Gökalp came back to the topic of suicide, taking his 
former personal affliction as a metaphor for that of the entirety 
of Turkdom (Türklük). He reinterpreted Kızılelma (red- gold 
apple), an old Turkish symbol for an appealing object of con-
quest far beyond existing frontiers, as a cure for Turkdom in its 
existential grief. In this poem, Kızılelma meant, above all— but 
not only— cultural, educational conquest, that is, the acquisi-
tion of a new, modern Turkish identity.
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Ziya represented Kızılelma explicitly as the Turks’ self- made 
messiah (mehdi) in their new departure toward Turan and por-
trayed Turan as a free, “enormous and eternal” fatherland. The 
notion of Turan suggested a neoimperial expansion and made 
Gökalp’s political thought deeply ambivalent. He believed it was 
his generation’s task— and great ideal (mefkûre)— to discover 
and build up Turan. In comparison, the Turkish home in Asia 
Minor (Türk Yurdu) was a necessary but small precondition 
for Turkdom’s future. Among Gökalp’s magical and messian-
ist notions of the early 1910s, “Turan” was the most suggestive 
term. It combined a seminal conception of elitist social engi-
neering, which demanded that society must be cropped and 
cleansed, with new elements engrafted. “The people are the gar-
den, we are the gardeners,” read a line in the poem “Kızılelma.” 
This statement could also have been made by Talaat in the Cen-
tral Committee after 1912.84

The teenaged Ziya belonged to a milieu in Diyarbekir in the 
1890s that we must grasp in concise terms if we are to under-
stand him as an adult. Anti- Armenian right- wing revolution-
ism, social envy, and mob violence permeated the society at that 
time. Diyarbekir’s anti- Christian Islamism reacted against a new 
Armenian self- reliance and the revolutionary currents among 
Armenian youths. It resented European reform demands based 
on the Berlin Treaty, and the additional scope of action that the 
Ottoman Christians had obtained thanks to egalitarian measures 
of the Tanzimat and new transnational dynamics. In the language 
of the French vice- consul Gustave Meyrier in 1896 in Diyarbekir, 
“the Young Turks had convinced the Old Turks to join in finish-
ing off the Christians and, consequently, the sultan, whom they 
consider[ed] the reason for all evils of the country.”85

The political atmosphere in Eastern Asia Minor during 
summer 1893 was tense after Armenians in Sasun had resisted 
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double taxation by the state and by Kurdish tribes. The state 
reacted against this unheard- of disobedience of non- Muslim 
subjects by massacring, via the military, more than a thousand 
villagers, whose houses were also destroyed. This reminded 
the European powers of the reform demand of the 1878 Berlin 
Treaty, which had been shelved. Sultan Abdulhamid, however, 
had to apprehend reactionary revolts if he accepted the elabo-
rate reform plan as proposed in 1895. He feared consequences 
for the entire region, following the example of the Balkans, and 
moreover risked losing the acceptance of the Muslims, which 
he fundamentally needed.86

Under European pressure, faced with the evidence of mass 
crimes in Sasun, Abdulhamid had to acquiesce and sign the 
reform plan on 17 October 1895. Consequently, in many towns 
of Eastern Asia Minor, murderous pogroms took place. This 
was the case in Diyarbekir the first three days of November 
1895. According to vice- consul Meyrier, the pogroms were 
organized by a “party of the Young Turkey [group], composed 
of twenty leaders or so,” of whom he mentions a few, including 
Pirinççizâde Arif, the mayor of Diyarbekir, maternal uncle of 
Ziya, and the father of Feyzi.87 The vali Enis Pasha, a native from 
Salonica, connived with these leaders and was already known 
from his former post in Mardin as a fanatical anti- Christian. 
The appointment of this mutasarrıf (district governor) of Mar-
din to the post of vali in Diyarbekir had raised protests in early 
October 1895.

According to Meyrier, 1,191 Christians, mostly Armenians 
in town, were killed during the turmoil, as well as 200 aggres-
sors. Comparatively well organized, the Diyarbekir Christians 
had tried to defend themselves. Missionaries had taken in 3,000 
refugees and the consulate 1,500; 50,000 persecuted Christians 
of the entire province were in need of food and shelter, and 
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many girls were abducted, a number of them sold to a slave mar-
ket in Aleppo.88 Remarkably, the 1901 correspondence between 
Nâzım and İshâk Sükûti (a CUP cofounder born in Diyarbekir) 
concerning the 1895 mass violence reports that they were scan-
dalized only by the influence of foreign diplomats in town and 
Enis’s allegedly insufficient stance against them, and not by the 
mass violence.89

We know the organizers’ ideas of the attacks because imme-
diately after the attacks occurred, on 4 November 1895, they 
sent a long telegram, signed by four hundred people, to the 
sultan. It exalted Selim I, the conqueror of Eastern Asia Minor 
in the early sixteenth century, and defied, in contrast, Sultan 
Abdulhamid as an implicitly weak sultan. Those who signed 
the telegram represented themselves as true Ottoman Mus-
lims whom the Armenians and foreign powers threatened. 
Due to Armenian intrigue, they said, foreign powers interfered 
in the eastern provinces and forced the sultan to sign reforms 
that would separate the eastern provinces from the empire. 
The telegram threatened that more blood would be spilled if 
reforms were implemented, and it used propaganda that would 
repeat itself in the decades to come: foreign conspiracy against 
the fatherland supported by non- Muslim agents; evil reforms 
in favor of Armenians; Armenians’ intrigue, immorality, and 
exploitation; and the praise of centuries- old Muslim tolerance, 
but a tolerance that could be revoked at any time in favor of 
comprehensive extermination.90

In the last years of Hamidian rule, there were a few other 
turbulences— although comparatively minor— caused by the 
same group of instigators, including Pirinççizâde Arif and, on 
other occasions, his nephew Ziya as well. Arif was one of the 
new rich of the late Tanzimat who had used the Land Code of 
1858 to buy villages. Ziya himself possessed five villages north of 



104 C h a p t e r  3

Diyarbekir. This group of Muslim notables wanted supportive 
and strong authorities but submissive Christians in the villages 
and in town— surely not equal partners and possibly superior 
competitors using transnational networks.91

After the 1908 revolution, Gökalp founded the CUP Diyar-
bekir branch that henceforth was dominated by the Pirin-
ççizâde family. He had perhaps become a member of the CUP 
with Abdullah Cevdet as early as 1894, but he certainly was 
a member in 1896 while enrolled at the Imperial Veterinary 
School in Istanbul, where he met Sükûti.92 During the repres-
sion of the opposition in 1896– 98, he was arrested like Talaat 
but released earlier. Without having finished his studies, he 
returned to his hometown and married the girl whom his 
family had destined for him. Arif was elected CUP deputy in 
November 1908 and, after his death in 1909, he was succeeded 
by his son Feyzi, Ziya’s cousin.

After the July 1908 revolution, Ziya was prone to the vision of 
an “Ottoman America” in the sense of a constitutional and fed-
eralist melting pot of diverse ethnic and religious groups based 
on equality. He denounced explicitly the fantasy of an immense 
Turan under the authority of a mythic hakan (ruler).93 Never-
theless, a little later this Turan- cum- hakan took the place of a 
mehdi in a new Turanist/pan- Turkist gospel. In fact, the brief 
window of opportunity after July 1908 could not suffice had 
he wanted to emancipate himself from his formative experi-
ences in Hamidian Diyarbekir. After an Ottomanist interim, he 
embraced this legacy, embedding and transforming it within a 
pan- Turkist ideology that exalted heroic will, great rulership, 
patriotic ideals, and Islamic Turkdom.

The truth- seeking young man Ziya from Diyarbekir had 
become Gökalp— since 1911 his name as the prophet of a mes-
sianist Turkism/Turanism. His conversion coincided with his 
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new socialization in Salonica. His persuasive talents and cha-
risma as an intellectual mastermind made him influential in the 
Central Committee, where he prevailed over others, in partic-
ular, the more conservative religious scholar Hayri. A prolific 
writer of poetry and prose in relevant journals, particularly in 
Türk Yurdu, the main organ of the Turkist movement, by 1912 
Gökalp was the spiritual drive of this movement. During the 
CUP crisis starting in 1910, both Talaat and Gökalp turned away 
from the 1908 democratic utopia. They departed toward a right- 
wing revolutionism that was henceforth fed by a compelling 
Islamic pan- Turkism: one as its spiritual father, the other its 
executor. Both were self- taught and self- made.

The “awakening” of the Turks and Turkic peoples is a main 
issue in Gökalp’s writings. Yet the essential place of Islam and 
of a normative history of religions must also be scrutinized, 
since they formed a framework for Talaat’s policy. Gökalp read 
varied and wide- ranging works of history to support his the-
ses on state, society, and religion. One of his main theses was 
inspired by a culturalist zeitgeist that linked Protestantism and 
modernity. Astutely, Gökalp represented Protestantism as an 
Islamized Christianism. This allowed him to “prove” that Islam 
was the most modern and superior religion. He also argued 
that Islam had pertinent reasons to sacralize the state instead 
of laicizing it. The future belonged to Islam, since the inclu-
sion of both religion and state was its unique advantage. Gökalp 
therefore strictly refused the idea of a social contract instead of 
sacralized bonds. In the same vein, he castigated the Tanzimat. 
He argued that the Tanzimat idea of a constitutional monarchy 
emulated the small democratic units formed by non- Muslim 
millet— instead of focusing on a strong, corporatist state. 
Re organized after the mid- nineteenth century, the millet were 
led by elected assemblies and headed by patriarchs.94
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For Gökalp, individual rights were subordinated to the state, 
as he underlines in his poem “Duty”: “I do not have rights, 
interests, and desires / I have my duty, and do not need any-
thing else. . . . I close my eyes / I perform my duty.”95 In connec-
tion with his hometown and his relations (notably, his cousin 
Feyzi), Gökalp codetermined the character and development 
of the Diyarbekir CUP branch, which evolved into a kind of 
protofascist CUP outpost in Eastern Asia Minor in the 1910s. 
Still, in April 1909, many young CUP branches in Eastern Asia 
Minor, including Diyarbekir, Mamuretülaziz, and Urfa, had 
resisted reactionary anti- Christian Islamism and contributed 
to preventing the violence that followed the example of Adana. 
This changed by 1912, when the Diyarbekir branch not only 
had affiliated with the local legacy of anti- Western Islamism 
and anti- Christian mob violence, but was now also part of an 
intraimperial organization linked to the state. Added to this, it 
received the new impulses of an Islamic pan- Turkism framed by 
Gökalp. The empire- wide fame of this son of Diyarbekir was a 
source of pride.
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Alignment toward War and 

Dictatorial CUP Power (1911– 14)

Talaat’s experience of 1908– 11 had caused him to lose 
not only his confidence in parliamentarian government 
but also good faith in a more general sense. Undeterred, he 
resumed working toward his basic goal: to “save the state” 
in CUP terms, that is, to reestablish a full- fledged CUP- led 
power organization. Since 1910, Talaat proved by deeds and 
words that he did not believe in equality, the priority of con-
stitutional government, and law and order to be provided in 
this framework. Rather, since 1912, he focused on politics that 
combined komitecilik with public relations and the mobiliza-
tion of the youth and the common man on the street. This 
tactic was accompanied by a more aggressive, markedly war- 
prone ideology and propaganda, along with paramilitary orga-
nization. Alignment toward war was therefore a decisive new 
direction.

This way, by using macrohistorical opportunities, Talaat 
rescued himself and the CUP from a paralyzing crisis. Three 
factors played a central role in the pursuit of his goals. The first 
was the CUP’s fall from power in summer 1912 and the First 
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Balkan War, a crisis that offered him the opportunity to provide 
renewed— this time war- prone and more public— leadership. 
The second factor was the emergence of Ziya Gökalp’s Islamic 
Turkism, which gave him, the CUP, and CUP sympathizers 
more compelling ideological groundwork. A third factor was 
that Talaat internalized, and now used, the éminences grises’ 
radicalism as an efficient catalyst to combine with audacious 
political gambling. Henceforth, his tendencies were toward 
bold action and radical solutions, behavior he had already been 
versed in during the pre- 1908 period. He now lost his reserve 
and hesitation, which had been part of the parliamentary phase 
of his life, 1908– 11.

Active participation in World War I, in a common gamble 
with Germany, would make him the incontestable, almost 
untouchable leader in 1914– 18. From late 1912, Talaat was not 
only a more unifying figure than any other member of the 
committee but also more popular and visible as a leader in the 
capital. In this estimation, he even passed Enver, the iconic hero 
of the 1908 revolution. Yet Enver remained his ongoing close 
partner in organizing power and for contact with German rep-
resentatives in 1913– 14, along with Ahmed Cemal Pasha, who 
soon moved to Syria.

From autumn 1912, war, coup d’état, and cooperation with 
officers allowed Talaat to emerge as the political winner from the 
crises before. He was henceforth free from the indecision that 
had restrained him when faced with high- ranking senior figures 
such as Mehmed Kâmil Pasha, Hüseyin Hilmi, and Mahmud 
Şevket Pasha, as well as the éminences grises in the commit-
tee. Since his youth, Talaat had only reluctantly accepted any 
authority. From now on, he wanted to impose himself and his 
political language on a committee that he personified more now 
than ever. He reinvented himself as a radical and unforgiving 
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Ottoman patriot who acted publicly in the name of the Otto-
man Muslim nation.

Remarkably, this alignment toward nationalist radicalism 
went hand in hand with a marriage of convenience with Zion-
ism. After the Young Turk Revolution, the Berlin- based Zionist 
Organization had opened an unofficial branch in Istanbul that 
could not achieve its hoped- for goals, since the CUP remained 
reluctant toward anything resembling Jewish autonomy in Pal-
estine. The CUP’s more anti- Christian stance after 1912 prom-
ised delusory common horizons. Yet the CUP’s assumption 
of international Jewish power, and backing by the Western 
 powers, offered Zionism a limited scope of action in turbulent 
times (see chap. 5, sec. “Talaat, Palestine, and Zionism”).

From summer 1912, Talaat took a new and breathless lead. As 
we will see in this chapter, he was the paramount mastermind of 
the January 1913 putsch and of the reconquest of Edirne in July 
1913, even if both were implemented in close cooperation with 
a few others, such as the military figurehead Enver. Although 
minister of the interior, Talaat led the negotiations for peace 
with the Balkan states and the reform agreement for the eastern 
provinces in the second half of 1913. Since late 1912, when the 
call for such reforms had reemerged in international diplomacy, 
he looked at the Kurdish- Armenian region as another “Mace-
donia” to be prevented at all costs. Before brutally readdressing 
this issue in 1915, in June 1914 he orchestrated the expulsion 
of Ottoman Christians dwelling on the Aegean coast to make 
room for the settlement of Muslim refugees from the Balkans. 
This move, the putsch, and the reconquest of Edirne were strik-
ing successes that made Talaat and Enver highly popular among 
a majority of Ottoman Muslims.

Rambert, who gave a nonpartisan contemporary view from 
Istanbul, considered the year 1913 an “abominable” period, “a 
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year of disaster, war, extermination, and ruins,” asking, “What 
held 1914 in reserve? It seems impossible that it brings us the 
renewal . . . The situation created in the Balkans by several inter-
national treaties at Lausanne, London, Bucharest, and Constan-
tinople appears still like an artificial, extremely fragile scaffold. 
All the states and all nationalities have suffered from some vio-
lence.”1 Now nearly seventy- five years old, on 1 January 1914, a 
skeptical Rambert saw the Ottoman future as inseparable from 
all of Europe’s destiny. Most Europeans, in contrast, did not. Up 
to the present, historiography on World War I has remained sur-
prisingly Eurocentric and has largely left aside the political hub 
of Istanbul. This hub, however, was essential for Germany’s road 
to war in July 1914, and thus for Europe’s seminal catastrophe.

CUP’s Crises, Fall, and Radical Recalibration

By spring 1911, Talaat had reached a personal low point: “[Politi-
cally] he continued now only as a deputy of Edirne in the par-
liament. But whereas, formerly, he had won the appreciation 
of his friends in the parliament through his calm sangfroid and 
by aptly handling many issues, he had now taken a much more 
nervous and aggressive posture,” Hasan Babacan describes 
tellingly in his Turkish biography of Talaat.2 Internal tensions 
and external attacks threatened the future of the CUP. “Within 
the Party of Union and Progress the divergences have become 
dangerous,” noted Rambert on 1 March 1911. Seeing danger for 
the party, Hayri prayed at the end of the same month, “Lord, 
turn this mischief to peace.” In April, a new, clearly conservative 
party (hisb- i cedid) separated from the CUP faction.3

Cavid’s diary on April 1911 reveals in detail a “most impor-
tant and vital” issue that Talaat had, at first, hidden from him. 
A group surrounding the CUP member and colonel Mehmed 
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Sadık, a hero of the 1908 revolution, had “seduced under the 
guise of religion a great many among our party members and 
those whom we trusted most.” When Talaat went to talk with 
Sadık for nearly five hours, there were “always the same fairy 
tales and nonsense: Freemasonry, Zionism, personalities.” 
Sadık’s group suspected, above all, Cavid, Talaat, and Cahid.4 
As a consequence, Cavid resigned on 12 May, whereas Colonel 
Sadık was sent to Salonica for duty. Immediate breakup was 
avoided and the programmatic points of the separatists pro-
visionally accepted. Yet the crises continued, and the CUP’s 
influence was shaken. Opposition against the CUP, however, 
lacked organization, discipline, and, largely, progressive orien-
tation. In Rambert’s perception, a less- than- helpful press had 
become absorbed with declamations and quarrels about great 
words, incompatible principles, and personal sensitivities. He 
wished for a common pragmatic, enlightened, and more mod-
est patriotism.5

Some European circles in Istanbul expected salvation by a 
military dictatorship. Meeting mid- September 1911, when Cavid 
had come back from his travels in Asia Minor, he and Ram-
bert agreed that “everywhere in the country the minds were 
overexcited.” Violence impended when the new parliamentary 
session in October would begin. Cavid also drew attention to 
dangerous developments in Eastern Anatolia.6 Italian aggres-
sion against Libya in late September 1911 added to the agita-
tion, which now took on new international dimensions. Public 
opinion in Italy, too, was overexcited, because of the seemingly 
excellent opportunity for colonialist expansion; but, evidently, 
such a conquest “for no other pretext than considerations of 
a general policy to redraw the map of Africa would have the 
character of a mere spoliation,” Rambert wrote on 24 Septem-
ber 1911. “This is a new big threat at the horizon with a new 
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element of trouble and complications amidst cruel obstacles 
against which Turkey struggles.”7

On 28 September, at 2:00 p.m., the Italian ambassador 
handed down a harsh ultimatum to the Sublime Porte that led 
to “indescribable confusion.” Only Istanbul’s ongoing state of 
emergency prevented excesses. Huge despair and grief reigned 
in Salonica. A feverishly active Central Committee discussed 
strategies and published declarations exhorting the people to 
stay calm. On 29 September 1911, Italy declared war. People 
in Europe demonstrated “sentimental sympathy” for Turkey, 
but all European governments had “directly or indirectly par-
ticipated at the [new] repartition of influences in the Mediter-
ranean.” Some deputies in Istanbul boasted that they would 
succeed in mobilizing twenty thousand Arab fighters against 
the Italians.8

In fact, the CUP and its young officers, first of all Enver and 
also Mustafa Kemal, were galvanized by the challenge to orga-
nize patriotic guerilla resistance. Enver immediately left Berlin, 
where he had been a military attaché since 1909, for Salonica, 
where the committee consented to organize resistance in 
Libya. Enver had been engaged to Naciye Sultan, the niece of 
Mehmed V, since the aftermath of the 1909 counterrevolution. 
Therefore, among the Arabs, he enjoyed the prestige of being 
a relative of the caliph- sultan. In contrast to Talaat, Enver had 
a penchant for suavity, high society, and caliphal references, 
even if he would faithfully promise in the committee that all 
he did first served the common patriotic ideal. In this vein, he 
had, in fact, been diligent to immolate for the CUP’s cause his 
brother- in- law Nâzım (Ömer Nâzım, not to be confused with 
the committee member Nâzım) in June 1908.9

Immediately after the Italian declaration of war, the Hakkı 
Pasha cabinet fell. Hakkı was succeeded by Mehmed Said 
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Pasha. Neither Talaat nor Cavid reentered the cabinet, but their 
friend Hayri, a future member of the Central Committee, did 
so. He was given the Ministry of Foundations (evkâf). Whereas 
the grand vizier looked for peace, the CUP insisted on resolute 
armed resistance in Libya. At the same time, it sought back-
ing from the Entente powers for what it considered its rightful 
cause. Cavid therefore wrote a letter to Winston Churchill, the 
newly appointed British minister of the navy, who was  Cavid’s 
and Talaat’s contemporary. Halide Edib, a former pupil of the 
American College for Girls— the female figurehead of the 
Young Turk Revolution and, after 1911, of Turkism— translated 
the letter into English. The letter asked if the time had come “for 
a permanent alliance between our two countries.” Churchill and 
Talaat had probably first met when Talaat led a parliamentary 
delegation to London in July 1909, but for sure when Churchill 
had gone on holiday to Istanbul in July 1910.

With the letter to Churchill, Cavid and Talaat hoped to 
address a new First Lord of the Admiralty sympathetic with the 
CUP cause and their revolt against Italian invasion. Churchill’s 
answer was polite but negative, as instructed by the foreign 
secretary. The committee members learned that neither Britain 
nor Germany deemed appropriate an alliance or accord with 
Ottoman Turkey. At last, as heart- balm for them, in a meeting 
on 1 November 1911, the German ambassador Marschall von 
Bieberstein emphasized esteem for the CUP— in contrast to 
British and French skepticism and enmity but in- line with the 
marked German rapprochement with the CUP in fall 1910.10

“This war becomes an obsession, and nobody knows how to 
get out,” Rambert observed, at the same time pointing to the 
sharp concurrence between the European powers. They could 
not act upon Said Pasha’s timely appeal for common diplomatic 
intervention against Italy. A possible future alliance with Italy, 
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and consequently an upheaval of the hitherto existing balance, 
was at stake. “Little would be needed for plunging the whole 
of Europe into war.”11 Rambert’s perspective from Istanbul on 
Europe, combined with observations regarding Turkey, was 
that “a feeling of general unrest affects all minds. The Turks feel 
threatened from everywhere at the same time.” They believed 
that they must hit back everywhere.12

Even if untenable to retain, Tripolitania (Ottoman Libya) had 
become an absorbing symbol of Ottoman patriotism and mili-
tant resistance against imperialist Europe. This unfortunately 

Figure 7: Churchill, 1911 (Library of Congress).
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distracted even bright minds like Cavid’s, not only from the 
main challenges and back- breaking work at home but also from 
fundamental interrogations of Ottoman versions of imperial-
ism. They feared that “to abandon Tripolitania would be a big 
moral downfall” for the CUP and would damage it in the eyes 
of all Ottomans.13 Thinking of politics in terms of imperial sov-
ereignty, honor, and central rule, the young men, most of them 
from the Balkans, confirmed one or the other in their male 

Figure 8: Talaat, ca. 1910: “His Excellence, Young Turkey’s 

venerable Talaat Bey Efendi, the energetic and resolute 

minister of the interior” (SALT Research, Istanbul).
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party circles. They projected the same mentality upon society, 
now framed as a nation, in whose name they spoke. With patri-
otic fervor, the CUP opened a guerilla front in Tripolitania, 
while simultaneously losing the struggle for a constitutional 
Turkey in the capital and in Asia Minor, and with it the groups 
most loyal to the constitution.

Since summer 1911, dissidents, including Colonel Sadık’s 
circle, who wanted an Ottoman Muslim alignment, and liberal 
intellectuals and representatives of non- Muslim groups worked 
in favor of a new and strong party. Even if an independent dep-
uty, the lawyer and Armenian writer Krikor Zohrab, a friend of 
Cavid’s, was an active networker in favor of a liberal alliance. 
Mid- October 1911, Zohrab, Cavid, Talaat, Halil, Hakkı, Vartkes 
Serengülian, and Karekin Pastermajian (alias Armen Garo; 
the last two mentioned here were deputies from Erzurum), 
were also present. Zohrab insisted that constitutional rule be 
implemented, since in reality a regime depending on and in 
favor of the CUP existed, while real pluralism was lacking. CUP 
interference in the government must stop. The non- Turkish 
groups felt increasingly alienated by committee chauvinism. A 
decidedly different policy vis- à- vis these groups was required. 
Zohrab proposed cooperation and a coalition of the CUP and 
liberals, since they agreed on many important points.14

After a meeting in their Istanbul Nuruosmaniye headquar-
ters, the committee, including Talaat, Cavid, Nâzım, Midhat 
Şükrü, and Hüseyinzâde Ali, refused to accept Zohrab’s pro-
posals. Failed CUP- liberal cooperation and indignation against 
the Italian invasion coincided with the beginning of a Turkish 
nationalism organized in the associations Türk Yurdu (Turk-
ish home or homeland) and Türk Ocağı (Turkish hearth). The 
CUP supported them and identified with them. The movement 
was also strong among students abroad. Its main journal was 



A l i g n m e n t  t o wa r d  Wa r  a n d  D i c t a t o r i a l  C U P  P o w e r  117

entitled Türk Yurdu, the name of the organization abroad. It 
pointed to a different direction than that in which a compro-
mise with liberals would have led.15

On 21 November 1911, the dissidents founded the party 
Freedom and Entente (Hürriyet ve İtilâf ) and made Ferid 
Pasha their president. The new party won an important seat 
for Istanbul in a by- election on 11 December. The aftermath in 
parliament was excitement, and newspaper articles were full 
of political attacks. For the first time the CUP people feared 
losing the upcoming general elections. “They want to do a last 
effort . . . dissolve the parliament and have as soon as possible 
elections . . . as long as they still possess power and their pro-
vincial organization,” Rambert commented.16 On 18 January 
1912, the parliament was dissolved; on 22 January, Talaat and 
Cavid were again made ministers. In order to better direct the 
outcome of the election that spring, Talaat took the Ministry 
of Post and Telegraph. He had initially accepted the Interior 
Ministry again, but internal opposition arose. As a former post 
office clerk in Salonica, Talaat had mastered the communica-
tion technology of his time and later equipped his private house 
in Istanbul with a telegraph machine.17

The CUP won a forced victory in an irregular election (sopalı 
seçim) that lasted from February to April 1912, in which it used 
mob violence and penal action against adversaries. Moreover, 
it did not nominate its previous Rûm deputies. When the ses-
sion began on 18 April, there were only 107 deputies present, 
not only because many had not yet arrived but also because, 
strangely, the elections still proceeded.18 The general ambiance 
had become increasingly suffocating because of the Islamic or 
sharia factor in public life. Both sides tried to use Islam— other 
religions did not play a similar role— in their political favor, 
even if constitutionally minded representatives from both the 
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CUP and the Hürriyet ve İtilâf agreed that Islamist reaction 
was a main danger for the country. Entrenched in rivalry, they 
lacked the democratic know- how and will to cooperate in order 
to face this challenge.

A declaration on March 1912 by the conservative sheykhul-
islam Abdurrahman Nesib embarrassed them all, because it 
subjected Muslim women to a strict dress code according to 
the sharia, to be imposed by the “heads of family” and the 
courts. Convinced adherents of the constitution from both 
sides were incapable of jointly reacting against this anticon-
stitutional grip on society. “If the law, the authorities and the 
courts penetrate the habits of dressing, what becomes of the 
principle of individual liberty that is warranted by the consti-
tutions of all civilized states, and by that of Turkey in the first 
place?” Rambert asked.19

The CUP had missed Zohrab’s appeal for cooperation, 
which put into motion an unforgiving race for power. It 
achieved, in fact, an overwhelming electoral victory, but not 
for long. Mudslinging from both sides continued. Cavid was 
accused of having been corrupted by foreign money, “entirely 
unjustly, in my opinion, because I do not consider him a man 
of money,” Rambert wrote.20 Talaat was uneasy with Mahmud 
Şevket Pasha, the war minister, who had not taken timely reso-
lute action against the officers around Sadık, although in early 
July he introduced a law that prohibited interference in politics 
by army officers. Talaat disrespectfully urged Mahmud’s with-
drawal on 9 July, thus affronting parts of the army. The ten-
sion rose in and outside the capital. In Albania, an insurrection 
larger than that of 1910 broke out. Albanian officers revolted, 
and a number of them escaped from Manastir Vilayet to the 
surrounding mountains, as Enver and Niyazi had done four 
years previously.21
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In this context of upheaval, in June Sadık founded the 
Halaskâr (savior) officer group. According to Lütfi Simavi, 
a leading official at the sultan’s court, Sadık wrote a letter 
on 11 July, in their name, to Halil, the president of the Otto-
man Assembly, demanding the immediate dissolution of the 

Figure 9: Women in modern dress were looked at with growing 

suspicion: “Devil, go and smash her face!” “The [good] days have gone.” 

“She shall break her neck, won’t she?” (Cem, 18 February 1911, 9).
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parliament. “We do not want to sully ourselves with your filthy 
blood . . . If you fail, however, to give evidence that you comply 
with our wishes within forty- eight hours, we will discharge our 
patriotic duty with perfect determination.” This meant that a 
strong group in the army demanded a new government cleared 
from CUP members. The grand vizier Mehmed Said and his 
cabinet resigned on 16 July.22

On 21 July, Gazi Muhtar Pasha, a hero of the 1877– 88 Russo- 
Turkish War, accepted the role of heading a new cabinet with 

Figure 10: “What days have befallen us, oh [my] Sultan, warrior for Islam!” 

Turned toward Talaat’s friend Halil, who is suspended at “the balance of powers,” 

an elderly officer admonishes, “Until you learn [respect before the sultan], you will 

write five hundred times [the traditional formula of reverence] until this evening, 

to come to reason.” With his back against the wall, Halil, then president of the 

Ottoman Assembly, remained at this position until the parliament was dissolved 

on 5 August, three weeks after the cabinet resigned. From 5 August, the CUP 

was completely evicted from the political institutions (Cem, 10 August 1912).
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representatives from outside the CUP, all of them compara-
tively old and partly made up of men from the old Hamidian 
regime. By then, the CUP had lost all governmental power and 
risked being politically marginalized within weeks or a few 
months. Committee members had to expect penal prosecu-
tion. “Everybody was in fear,” Cavid wrote.23 Rumor of flights 
spread. There was risk of assassination attempts against public 
figures, including Cavid and Talaat. A prompt and unfortunate 
amnesty of all figures of the Hamidian regime made the new 
government look reactionary right from the start, Rambert 
complained.24

War- Prone, Revanchist, High- Risk:  

Talaat Retrieves the CUP from Its Nadir

Shortly before the crisis reached its apex, Talaat felt that 
Mahmud Şevket’s forced withdrawal had probably been a 
major mistake. He concluded, dissenting with the other com-
mittee members, that “we need to mingle anew with the nation 
to acquire new force; therefore, we have to withdraw.”25 On 22 
July 1912, he published a short article in the newspaper Sabah, 
in which he portrayed himself as an unabashed, deeply sin-
cere patriot who was more than ever entirely committed to his 
nation’s welfare.

Those who identify with the fatherland, who have spent 
the greatest effort for the prosperity and progress of the 
nation, cannot leave the nation and flee to Europe. I declare 
that since the country needs care and concern today more 
than ever, I will not leave, even for a minute, the center of 
the fatherland to go here or there. All malicious news of 
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this sort has been deliberately fabricated. The deputy of 
Edirne, Talaat.26

This remained the public image and the self- perception 
that Talaat was to cultivate until the end. “I have certainly only 
known commitment and sacrifice for what concern for the 
fatherland and the public safety demanded. In my opinion, 
there is nobody in the country who has occupied a more use-
ful place in the service of the fatherland than I,” he wrote in 
1919, at the end of his apologia.27 On the same day the article 
appeared in Sabah, Cavid wrote in his diary that “the general 
opinion now considers Union and Progress as broken down 
and feels great satisfaction from this consideration.” The next 
day he wrote, “They slander Union and Progress as tyrannical. 
In what an ingrate country do we live, O Lord!” The fall of the 
CUP was accomplished on 5 August by the dissolution of the 
parliament and the redeclaration of the state of emergency. 
Moreover, the committee was completely out of money and 
thus sought Huguenin’s help.28

The defeat became even more depressing for the CUP as the 
ARF terminated its nearly quadrennial alliance by mid- August, 
although some relations continued. The ARF and the CUP had 
again concluded an electoral alliance in February 1912 without 
fixing an explicit proportional representation, as the Hürriyet 
ve İtilâf had done with its alliance partners. The ARF was very 
disppointed, when, lacking CUP support, only ten instead of 
the twenty- three expected deputies were elected (a reasonable 
10 percent, out of a total of 283). Since Hürriyet ve İtilâf and its 
candidates largely lost the forced elections, the Armenians were 
underrepresented, although they did not lack able candidates. 
Besides this, there was no progress in the agreed- upon issues 
of land restitution, supported return of refugees to villages, 
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and village security warranted by local Armenians. Moreover, a 
promised sum of 12,000 Turkish pounds for Armenian schools 
still had not been delivered.29

In the first days after the Halaskâr insurrection, when Talaat 
published his short declaration, he had thought of organizing 
violence against the new order. He even threatened a domestic 
war, but soon gave up this idea. He and the committee chose 
a calm proceeding.30 The CUP Congress, which had met in 
early September 1911 for the first time in Istanbul, not Salonica, 
elected in 1912 an unusually high number of twenty- one Central 
Committee members, among them Talaat, Cavid, Cahid, Hayri, 

Figure 11: “Here rests his [Talaat’s] chamber. Neither did it itself 

enjoy peace, nor give comfort to the people. It broke down and left this 

world. Now the people in the tombs have to endure it. The parliament 

[is] dying on 23 July 1328 [5 August 1912]” (Cem, 10 August 1912).
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Nâzım, Halajian, Ali Münif, Ziya Gökalp, and Mithat Şükrü. It 
decided to continue the political struggle and to prepare for the 
next elections and thus not to abstain out of protest. This made 
the government nervous. In order to prevent the CUP’s return 
based on its provincial organization, a purge in the administra-
tion was needed, but to do this, the government would need 
greater determination.31

Trapped in an unfortunate rivalry, the CUP involved the 
government in a race of populism and patriotic defiance in the 
context of growing tensions with Bulgaria and other Balkan 
states. At the same time, urgent “administrative matters were 
completely neglected,” the outcome being that “the public 
avidly complained that the government of the elders was no 
better than that of the young [Young Turks].” Since March 1912, 
Bulgaria, Serbia, Montenegro, and Greece had been forming 
a military Balkan League capable of defeating the Ottoman 
forces in European Turkey, but by the end of September 1912, 
not even well- informed observers of current affairs were aware 
of the alliance.32 The martial propaganda and military prepa-
ration among its neighbors aggrieved Ottoman minds and 
aroused their pride. On 28 September, Rambert was alarmed 
that, in an unusual move, the governement “suddenly ordered 
great military maneuvers in Adrianople and the proximity of 
the Bulgarian frontier. It is difficult not to see here a provoca-
tion,” he concluded and worried about Bulgarian reactions. 
Bulgaria reacted with mobilization.

Talaat and the CUP did all they could to benefit from the 
tense atmosphere; in fact, they had worked hard to prepare it 
and to put the government in zugzwang. In a long interview in 
late September 1912, Mahmud Muhtar, the minister of the navy 
and son of the grand vizier, tried to persuade Talaat toward a 
peace policy, in particular in the CUP press. Talaat, however, 
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declared that, “in the first place, we are partisans of war . . . and 
we will never give away this strong weapon [of warmongering].” 
As a principal reason for this, he stated that the CUP was treated 
unjustly by the new government.33 On Friday, 4 October, the 
CUP organized a huge meeting on Sultanahmet Square, where 
Talaat, Ali Münif, Halajian, Nâzım, Ömer Naci, Εmmanuil 
Emmanuilidis (a Rûm deputy, close to the CUP), and others 
gave speeches. Talaat and Halajian swung Ottoman flags and 
shouted “War, we want war!,” thus inciting the numerous stu-
dents from the nearby Darülfünun (Istanbul University) who 
were in the crowd. They suggested that war alone could save 
national honor and interests. The students repeated Talaat’s 
“War, we want war!” and added, “Assault on [the Bulgarian 
town of] Plovdiv, assault on [the Bulgarian capital] Sofia!”34

On the next day, 5 October 1912, Hüseyin Cahid wrote, in 
CUP’s mouthpiece Tanin, that “there is only one act, one vision 
that occupies the life and existence of the nation: war, war, war.” 
Cavid alone, a charismatic orator, had the wisdom to absent 
himself and refuse to speak because “as long as the state had not 
determined and decided on how to proceed, it was not appro-
priate to deliver speeches in public places.” His diary entry on 3 
October mentions an “enormous excitation” and a “war desire” 
that was difficult to stop. He nevertheless still believed on 7 
October that war could be avoided.35

By early October 1912, Talaat was again a unifying figure in a 
committee that had been deeply depressed a few weeks earlier. 
For the first time, he was now also the mobilizing figure of an 
entire inflamed, educated youth. He was becoming an enthusi-
astic, crowd- loving agitator.36 To set a good example, a day after 
the big manifestation of 4 October, he prepared to enroll as a 
voluntary soldier and to buy himself a bayonet.37 CUP orga-
nizers may have arranged that processions of demonstrators, 
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and “groups of volunteers went all over town shouting ‘Long 
live war’ and did this in good discipline even in front of foreign 
embassies.”38 There was a realistic chance that discretion, savvy, 
and international diplomacy could prevent a war for which 
the Balkan states were, in fact, prepared. Talaat and the CUP, 
however, were set on the contrary path. They used poisonous 
propaganda to achieve new political ground for themselves in 
Ottoman society, even if at the price of a destructive radicaliza-
tion. Thus, they largely affected the press and a government that 
was not sufficiently resilient.

Shortly before the CUP meeting of 4 October 1912, in a 
move against the CUP, Hürriyet ve İtilâf, the rival party, had 
also called a meeting in order to inspire resolution and con-
fidence, while simultaneously avoiding martial rhetoric and 
attacks against the government. The government had certainly 
acted unwisely by allowing the CUP meeting, and, before, by 
organizing military maneuvers on the frontier. Moreover, it had 
manifestly not been able to fully implement the state of emer-
gency. It still struggled in early October to save the situation 
and, in contact with European diplomats, to commit itself to 
reform as stipulated in Article 23 of the Berlin Treaty. Notori-
ous, insufficient administration was a main reason for unrest 
and interference in European Turkey and could serve as a prec-
edent for an anti- Ottoman attack. The experienced foreign min-
ister Gabriel Noradunghian was opposed to war.39

The CUP, in turn, exploited Noradunghian’s diplomatic 
move to present itself as the only truly patriotic force and the 
others as dependent on foreign powers. It inspired, mobilized, 
and organized the youth on the streets. Thousands of them 
moved to the Sublime Porte on 8 October, chanting patriotic 
songs and shouting, “We want war! Long live war! To hell with 
Article 23!” Finally, Grand Vizier Ahmed Muhtar Pasha and his 
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son, Mahmud Muhtar Pasha, appeared to face the crowd. A stu-
dent leader, Rambert reports, shouted that “the nation wanted 
war, not the dismemberment of the empire nor the abandon-
ment of Macedonia.” After Ahmed Muhtar’s allocution to the 
students and his reference to past heroism, the crowd shouted 
that it wanted victories now, not in the past. The chants of the 
crowd prevented the grand vizier from chiming in again.40 As 
a result, the government was even more intimidated. In the 
morning of the same day, Montenegro had declared war on the 
Ottoman Empire. Its allies followed after a strange nine- day 
period of Montenegro’s declared war without action.41

The Ottoman government was put under compulsion as 
much from the inside as from the Balkan states. The CUP, large 
parts of the army, and a vociferous, educated youth wanted war 
and categorically refused negotiations on reform under Euro-
pean patronage. The Ottoman army, however, was not ready 
at all. Within a few days in early October, the Sublime Porte 
had been dragged to the threshold of war, and, nonresilient, 
had itself slithered into it. Henceforth, it hastened mobiliza-
tion, requisition, and peace with Italy, achieved on 15 Octo-
ber, although feasible long before this. The European stock 
exchanges panicked about their oriental stocks and shares. 
Mediated by Zohrab, there were renewed efforts from Hürriyet 
ve İtilâf for an alliance between the parties in order to bridge 
the cleft of the political landscape in times of danger. The CUP, 
however, looked down on its rival, judging the advances as a 
sign of weakness or internal rifts.42 Before the end of October, 
bad military news reached Constantinople. Consequently, 
Muhtar’s cabinet fell and was replaced by a government under 
Kâmil Pasha on 30 October 1912.

Both Kâmil and the new minister of the interior, Ahmed 
Reşid (Rey), were resolute enemies of the CUP.43 They wanted 
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to achieve a thorough dismantling of the CUP and its provin-
cial power basis. But how to do this in times of an ill- born, half 
self- inflicted, and, in every sense, catastrophic war? The CUP, 
with Talaat at its sharp end, did not hesitate to put the whole 
blame of defeat and loss on the reigning government. What was 
lacking on both sides, when faced with defeat, was honest self- 
assessment. In his retrospective, Ahmed Reşid went so far as 
to lay the main blame for the Balkan War on two Armenians, 
the CUP’s Halajian and his cabinet colleague Noradunghian.44

Additionally missing on the CUP side was soul- searching 
after a vocal campaign that, in scholarly restrospect, had deci-
sively “contributed to the outbreak of the disastrous Balkan 
Wars.”45 Worse, the warmongering continued unabashed. Some 
minds pondered ominous new futures: “If Rumeli is lost, the 
issue of the union of different peoples [ittihâd- ı anasır] will lose 
its importance, and we will follow a different policy.” This meant 
an Asia Minor– focused policy. Himself incorruptible and well 
meaning, but subordinate to a committee dominated by others, 
Cavid was to prove dramatically wrong when insisting that the 
Rûm of Anatolia would then live “in entire security.”46

Within two weeks, Ottoman military might had collapsed, 
and most of European Turkey had been lost. By early Novem-
ber 1912, the myths of Ottoman superiority, Islamic conquest, 
and the Ottoman Crescent’s eternal glory were falsified. War 
discourse had proved utterly ugly and untrue. “The grief and 
desolation of the Turks is hard to look at. They bow their heads 
in gloomy confusion . . . asking themselves what is happening. 
This is a bad dream, a nightmare, an impossibility,” Rambert 
observed. Thousands of wounded soldiers and tens of thou-
sands of muhacir arrived in the capital. Rambert arranged with 
the Red Cross, the Istanbul- based journalist Max R. Kaufmann, 
and other compatriots to provide 50,000 mattresses and care. 
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Cholera spread. By mid- November, 20,000 or so patients with 
cholera moved through or lay in the streets, public squares, and 
mosque courts of Istanbul, among a much higher number of 
muhacir. Looking at the afflicted people, Rambert could only 
pray in the indicative mode: “God attends them.”47

When Rambert talked Régie- related business with Kâmil 
on 8 November 1912, the latter was hopeful of bringing the 
war to an end within a few days. After the European powers 
had refused to impose an armistice, Kâmil sought mediation. 
Talaat, however, together with Prince Said Halim, a new CUP 
doyen, had immediately protested. They pleaded for even more 
war, and so did the newpapers soon after their visit. Renewed 
warmongering and misleading stories of hypothetical victories 
replaced soul- searching and a realistic recalibration, and— 
probably its main purpose— it obstructed the government. At 
the same time, the newspapers began to lament vehemently 
that the European powers did not guarantee the status quo as 
stated in the Berlin Treaty. Talaat’s 1919 apologia still echoes 
this argument and this selective recourse to the Berlin Treaty.48 
The press lay the whole blame for the war on the Great powers, 
which had allegedly connived with the Balkan states— again 
suppressing any opportunity for soul- searching.

The events had actually been unfolding very rapidly; still, 
there were indeed disturbing European contradictions. 
“Twenty days only separate declarations that are both official, 
but contradictory. The governments of the Triple Entente had 
declared still by mid- October in positive terms— not only via 
press articles, but by explicit notifications to the belligerents— 
that whatever was the outcome of the war, the victor would 
not obtain an increase of territory.” Analytical minds in Istanbul 
concluded that now even France and Great Britain agreed on 
the partition of European Turkey among the victors. Hence, 
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they saw the eventuality of a general European war at the hori-
zon that would obey the maelstrom of the Eastern Question. 
“A new and little known force has revealed itself. . . . Turkey’s 
power of inertia [in the Balkans] has disappeared.  .  .  . The 
imbroglio of European politics is complete and we are going 
to be faced with great historical events.” When Talaat stated in 
1919 that the world war had emerged from the Balkan Wars, he 
gave voice to a commonplace that anxious minds in Istanbul 
had already anticipated in autumn 1912.49

Putsch, January 1913

Toward mid- November 1912, the new cabinet increased repres-
sion against the CUP, closed its headquarters, and intended to 
arrest main leaders. Arrested but released already under the 
former cabinet, Hüseyin Cahid now fled to Europe. Shortly 
after him, Cavid hid on a French battleship, then traveled to 
Marseille. Cavid believed in his friend Talaat’s “purely faithful 
and patriotic” service as a soldier at the front line, but this was 
not so with Talaat’s military superior Şükrü Pasha, commander 
of Edirne. He sent Talaat back to Istanbul because he consid-
ered him an agitator in his unit. Although a soldier, Talaat had 
enjoyed the privileges of an officer. In Istanbul since 5 Novem-
ber and backed by the Central Committee, he resumed visit-
ing members of the adversary cabinet in order to influence the 
government and inspire changes. However, he had to go under-
ground a few days later.

For a while, Talaat went into hiding in the house of Tah-
sin’s brother- in- law in Arnavutköy (Beşiktaş, Istanbul). There, 
together, were four people who again closely cooperated in 
1915– 16: the then valis of Erzurum and Trabzon Hasan Tah-
sin and Cemal Azmi, the CUP secretary Mithat Şükrü, and 
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Talaat.50 Although well known everywhere, Talaat succeeded 
in hiding because many sympathizers, including among the 
police, supported him. The government may have preferred 
to leave him untouched or did not have the courage to arrest 
him.51 Theoretically, it could have crushed the CUP for good in 
those weeks.52 Hayri, Halajian, Karasu (Carasso), and Kazım, 
and intellectuals from outside the CUP, such as Abdullah Cev-
det and Süleyman Nazif, were among those arrested in late 
October and in November. The government wanted to prevent 
any organized popular (including religious) protest movement 
in case of a peace agreement.53

Albanians backed by Austria and Italy declared indepen-
dence on 28 November 1912. An armistice was signed on 3 
December with Bulgaria, Montenegro, and Serbia. Greece 
stepped out of line, because it wanted to fully conquer the 
islands of Lesbos (Mytilene), Lemnos, and Chios. Following 
the armistice, Great power ambassadors and delegations from 
the Balkan allies met in London to negotiate a final peace.54 
In late December, Talaat could again move freely in Istanbul, 
invited his friends abroad to come back, and, from December, 
envisaged a putsch, among other alternatives. Public opinion 
was again agitated in the capital. Peace negotiations started in 
London on 16 December 1912.

“Voices from everywhere emphasize an absolute intransi-
gence regarding the possession of Adrianople. One talks about 
the imminent rupture of the negotiations and the resumption 
of hostilities,” Rambert wrote.55 Enver had returned from the 
battlefield. In letters to his friends abroad, Talaat proposed three 
alternatives: first, a revolution to overthrow “this base govern-
ment”; second, continuing to supervise the situation; and third, 
a pact with senior figures, in particular, Nâzım Pasha, the min-
ister of war, against Kâmil, in order to establish a new cabinet. 
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By late December, Talaat judged the third alternative viable if 
Nâzım and the army command could be convinced to continue 
the war rather than surrender Edirne to the Bulgarian army or 
the islands to Greece. Not all agreed to such a compromise with 
Nâzım Pasha. Cahid and Cavid favored a new young and radical 
government, able to inspire new life in the country. The attitude 
of (“Topal”) İsmail Hakkı and Nâzım, two Central Committee 
members who had also fled to Europe, was similar. At the same 
time, Cavid considered withdrawing from politics and remain-
ing abroad.56

Talaat also visited Ahmed İzzet Pasha, the chief of staff, who 
had returned from Yemen on 17 November 1912. Yet they could 
not win him over for a putsch, even if, as Talaat and Hacı Âdil 
promised, they would make him grand vizier. “I demanded to 
abstain from revolutionist action during peace negotiations 
because this would result in perilous conditions.”57 The politi-
cal atmosphere in Istanbul got worse when, on 23 January 1913, 
the Sublime Porte had to answer a collective note by the Euro-
pean powers on 17 January regarding the conclusion of peace 
in the Balkans and demanding the concession of Edirne. On 
22 January, it was practically certain that the Porte, backed by 
an assembly of notables (the parliament was dissolved), would 
accept all demands on the next day, since it wanted peace. From 
early January on, expecting peace, the stock exchanges marked 
a trend reversal; thus, there was a chance that “the period of 
a never- seen- before industrial boom,” as before mid- October 
1912, could be resumed.58

Rambert, however, made an unusually personal comment 
in his diary: “It is easy to understand that the states of the 
Balkans pretend to possess this town [of Edirne], even if it is 
not yet conquered. The fact, however, that the Great powers 
unify to coerce Turkey is neither equitable nor conforms to the 



A l i g n m e n t  t o wa r d  Wa r  a n d  D i c t a t o r i a l  C U P  P o w e r  133

principles of neutrality, nor, above all, to the solemn declara-
tions at the beginning of the war. . . . As far as I am concerned, 
I am strongly surprised by the duress of the Great powers, 
above all, by the cruelly hostile attitude of France.”59 Against 
this background, on 23 January 1913, a coup against an Otto-
man cabinet ceding to foreign demands could not only count 
on broad support at home but also on some understanding in 
international circles.

Since early January, Talaat had actively prepared a putsch, 
along with an ad hoc group of insiders that included Central 
Committee members and others, among them Said Halim, Ziya 
Gökalp, Midhat Şükrü, Hacı Âdil, Kara Kemal, Hasan Tahsin, 
and Enver. He informed Victor Jacobson, the unofficial Zionist 
representative in Istanbul, that a return of the CUP to power 
was now possible.60 Talaat sensed well that others, such as 
Hayri and Mahmud Şevket, would not agree on a coup and 
would imperil its realization. Enver was decisive for success. He 
was not only charged with operative aspects but possessed per-
suasive qualities in the group’s decision making. Moreover, he 
exerted influence on the guard at the Sublime Porte, led com-
batant officers needed for the operation, and had good contacts 
near the sultan, who must sign for any change of cabinet.

Yet the indisputable political mentor, planner, and authority 
during the putsch itself was Talaat.61 According to his young 
and loyal CUP friend Hasan Tahsin (Uzer, 1878– 1939) from 
Salonica, the putsch had initially been prepared a week earlier 
but had to be postponed; Tahsin had by then already organized 
hundreds of demonstrators to appear before the Porte.62 At the 
front of a few CUP officers, Enver and Talaat entered the Sub-
lime Porte on 23 January at 2:00 p.m., followed by an organized 
group of demonstrators with flags before the exterior gate of 
the Porte.
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In the building, the ministers prepared to meet. Among 
them was Huguenin, with a German delegation, to discuss a 
loan. Nâzım, the war minister, along with some guards, made a 
stand against the intruders but was shot by Yakub Cemil, one 
of the officers. Then Talaat and Enver proceeded to the office of 
the grand vizier. Talaat used harsh and authoritarian words, in 
contrast to Enver’s respectful and reluctant language, with the 
eighty- year- old Kâmil Pasha, ordering the latter’s withdrawal. 
Kâmil wrote his resignation “in response to a proposal by the 
military,” but they made him correct this to “by the people and 
the military.”63 Many who had known Talaat only from super-
ficial encounters mentioned his engaging charm. He actually 
combined charm and intimidation, resolution and brutality, as 
was clear during the coup and at other occasions.

Talaat governed during and immediately after the putsch, 
“taking immediately real state power” and “absolute authority 
over the whole building,” first dragoman Weber from the del-
egation in the building, reported.64 From the Ministry of the 
Interior, Talaat sent messages to the provinces, thus immedi-
ately shaping public opinion and the attitude within the admin-
istration. In his version, Kâmil Pasha’s government had decided 
to leave the entire province of Edirne, as well as the islands, 
to the enemy, the result of which was an outraged nation that 
demonstrated before the seat of the government and claimed 
the cabinet’s resignation. His circular telegram ended with 
the words, “the new government will protect the honor of the 
nation.”65 Before releasing Weber and the delegation, he made 
a show of power. “We first had to be presented to and recon-
noitered by the dictator Talaat, then only were the exterior gates 
opened for us.” This was after 6:00 p.m. on 23 January 1913.

After the coup, Talaat boasted that with only seventeen men 
he had subdued the Sublime Porte and summoned everyone to 
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his will.66 The nation and its alleged emotions were to remain 
a central tool of Talaat’s political discourse, disguising his own 
will for— and pleasure in— power and masking his penchant 
for drastic measures and undemocratic but populist politics. 
Having exploited the patriotic call to war since September 1912, 
Talaat now renewed it. The CUP may, in fact, have lost power 
while an adversary government was establishing itself domes-
tically and negotiating compromise and peace internationally, 
while simultaneously cracking down on the CUP.67 Even if pre-
carious, Kâmil’s government had enjoyed international backing 
and managed a broad spectrum of political resources— though 
not the streets or networks of radicals.

Talaat’s superiority within the CUP got even stronger 
after “a putsch that was his creation,” CUP member of parlia-
ment Emmanuil Emmanuilidis wrote. “Afterward, everybody 
believed in him as their true head with endless trust.”68 The 
rupture of the London peace negotiations was the first inter-
national consequence of the putsch. The aborted peace of 
January 1913 was certainly not honorable in patriotic terms. 
Humbling though it was, and largely pragmatic, the peace of 
January 1913 would, however, have broken a predilection for 
war, which led Turkey into disaster in the near future. Hence-
forth, such war- prone sentiments remained fatally linked to any 
allegedly patriotic assertiveness that played with tens of thou-
sands of lives. “I give you the holy promise that even if 80,000 
Turkish martyrs cover the earth between Adrianople and [the 
front line of ] Çatalca, we prefer heroic death to renouncing 
Adrianople,” Talaat stated.69

Both the radical right- wing revolutionist Talaat, soon to be at 
the reins of imperial power, and a Turkish nationalist discourse 
fed by Turkism and Ottoman pride emerged from the 1912– 13 
matrix in Ottoman history. Even if tamed by post– World War 
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I Kemalism for a few decades, this model remained formative 
for Turkey up to the present. “National honor” in the sense of 
1912– 13 remained a cornerstone of political identity. To oppose 
war for signing a peace treaty and losing territory in order to 
concentrate on domestic construction was tantamount to sign-
ing one’s own political death sentence in 1913. Mahmud Şevket 
Pasha, the new grand vizier by the grace of the committee, knew 
this well and acquiesced.70

Revolutionists at the Reins of the Empire

In early February 1913, the “greatest trouble” still reigned in 
the capital, and the putschists sought evasion in a renewed 
war. Shortly before, Kâmil’s cabinet had cracked down on its 
adversaries, whose conspiracy it rightly feared. Now, the CUP 
leaders “persecuted and imprisoned their political adversaries. 
That’s grotesque. This time, Prince Sabahaddin’s friends and 
sup porters are targeted at the first place. Everybody is by turns 
minister or prisoner,” wrote Rambert.71

The conservative Central Committee member Hayri 
resigned from the Ministry of Foundations. Since the new 
government resulted from agitation and revolution, he argued, 
it should be composed only of “men of revolution” (inkılab 
erbabı), that is Cavid, Cahid, İsmail Hakkı, Hacı Âdil, Enver, 
and Cemal, with Talaat as their grand vizier. Hayri agreed with 
the revolutionaries on the primordial attachment to Islam and 
Turkdom but not on the methods, that is, komitecilik, includ-
ing the committee control of the cabinet; nor did he favor the 
readiness for war. He therefore proposed the dissolution of the 
CUP. “We [Hayri and Necmettin Molla] came to the conclu-
sion that Talaat, Hacı Âdil, Cavid, and Cahid were a calamity for 
this nation that they had subdued to their influence. My Lord, 
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preserve this country, amen.”72 By February 1913, the govern-
ment indeed did not yet function. For example, it could not be 
accessed to solve Régie- related and public debt– related finan-
cial issues. The “only responsive person” was Cavid, who did 
not yet enter the cabinet but acted like a shadow minister of 
finance behind the official minister, Mehmed Rifat.

Rambert met Cavid privately in Berlin on 9 March and 
learned that Mahmud Şevket had not been let in on the putsch, 
but that afterward Talaat and Enver had urged him to accept 
the grand vizierate. Regarding the war, the CUP leaders were 
hopeful that, after having militarily held out since late January, 
they could inflict the enemies with “a few hard lessons” to save 
“at least the national honor.” In terms of psychology, they were 
sufficiently farsighted to expect the Balkan allies’ incapacity of 
peacefully dividing the spoils of European Turkey. “The small 
states will savagely wage war, one against the other. This will be 
the moment for Turkey to choose its alliances and to descend 
single- mindedly on one or the other.” Even if principally a fond 
hope, this was a relevant preview of the Second Balkan War, 
which began in late June, shortly after the peace treaty of Lon-
don on 30 May 1913. Though Rambert was discouraged about 
this prospect of war, he was even more depressed when he saw 
a grandiose military parade in Berlin in memory of national 
sacrifices against Napoleon, and when he learned of a French 
project that imposed three years of military service. “[This is a] 
regress[ion] of civilization toward savagery. To interrupt the 
studies, the apprenticeship, the life of youth . . . this is an abomi-
nation that makes me revolt.”73

Internal and external tensions accommodated Talaat’s 
political style. He did not enter Mahmud Şevket’s cabinet but 
agitated offstage, urging the cabinet and chief of staff İzzet 
Pasha to continue the war. Convinced that Talaat pulled the 
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strings, İzzet Pasha addressed important communications 
with both the new grand vizier and Talaat.74 Pressing for war 
became more difficult when Edirne fell on 26 March and the 
ongoing war devoured resources bitterly needed at many 
other places within the empire. Talaat networked tirelessly 
without fear of contact. He even invited the liberal deputy 
Lütfi Fikri, a leader of Hürriyet ve İtilâf, to enter the govern-
ment. Fikri was ready to join a “cabinet of national defense” 
(müdafaa- i milliye), if cleansed from “extremists.” He com-
pared the committee members to the Jacobins of the French 
Revolution and bitterly ironized Talaat’s heroic saying that 
“I am even ready to be hanged at the Hagia Sophia,” because 
Talaat expected the same from the whole country. At the end 
of May, he concluded that Talaat’s approach to him and to 
Sabahaddin had only served to present the liberal dissidents 
as unwilling to share governmental responsibility: “Always 
komitecilik, frustrating troubles. . . . A government that starts 
with murder can never be solid.”75

The Greek prime minister Venizelos, who enjoyed great 
popularity after the First Balkan War, was “like our Talaat, a 
komiteci” who stood or fell according to successful or failed 
action, answered a former Ottoman Rûm deputy when asked 
about him. Venizelos was, however, more democratic than 
Talaat and had not come to power through murder.76 People 
in contemporary Greece could publicly raise their voices even 
in turbulent periods. Not so in Talaat’s Turkey. In 1913, the 
post- putsch regime implemented a much more severe state of 
emergency than had its predecessor. Its fear of revolt made it 
ruthless against any adversaries, real or imaginary. Press censor-
ship was pitiless. A great number of arrests and expulsions were 
not covered by the press. This even disturbed Hüseyin Cahid 
(Yalçın), committee member, deputy, leading journalist, and 
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owner of the newspaper Tanin. In a letter to Talaat in August 
1913, he wrote:

My brother Talaat . . . I had embraced Union and Progress 
[CUP] with great faith. Union and Progress was for me an 
ideal. . . . But when I came closer to the reality of things, I 
saw that this relation [to the CUP] was henceforth not that 
which I had been looking for. . . . If the loss of big Rumeli 
cannot awaken us from our embittered mind- set, and if the 
old stiff [komiteci] understanding remains predominant, 
then there is plain reason that the country will again be con-
cussed by pains. Just as a stone falls necessarily toward the 
earth’s center, I am entirely convinced that a country that is 
so carelessly and narrow- mindedly governed must inevitably 
collapse.77

Like Cavid, Cahid felt deeply uneasy with Talaat’s komiteci 
mentality and his lack of demarcation and prudence, but did 
not turn away from the party despite fundamental criticism. 
He sold his newspaper to the party in early 1914 but remained 
loyal.

Backed by the committee, Ahmed Cemal, the former vali of 
Adana and now military commander of the capital, directed 
the security operations and the close surveillance of dissidents. 
His prestige as a tough man of order increased. The empire’s 
general situation worsened under the post- putsch regime. 
Diverse, small, foreign loans were obtained under exorbitant 
conditions. All voices of criticism were stifled.78 A silenced 
society resigned. “How curious. A revolutionary government 
is even more favorable to [intrasocietal] agents and spies than a 
despotic government had been,” commented Lütfi Fikri.79 War 
at the door of the capital and dramatic international tension 
deflected attention from unaddressed and growing ruin within 
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the empire. A general conflagration appeared on the horizon at 
the end of April 1913, when Austrian, and perhaps Italian, inter-
vention in the Balkans loomed. Backed by Muslim landowners, 
in a temporary agreement with Montenegro and Serbia, and 
with Istanbul’s schadenfreude, the warlord and CUP associate 
Essad Pasha (Toptani) then prepared to make central Albania 
an Islamic state under his rule, rivaling the provisional govern-
ment of Independent Albania under prime minister Ismail 
Qemali, founded in November 1912.80

Critical minds in the Ottoman capital confided to their dia-
ries that it was the appropriate context in which to establish a 
dictatorship without facing resistance.81 But neither Mahmud 
Şevket nor Ahmed Cemal, the manifest military power holder, 
had the capacity to do this. On 11 June 1913, Şevket was assas-
sinated. On the same day, Lütfi Fikri stated sharply, but rightly, 
“In the full sense of the word, Mahmud Şevket Pasha has com-
mitted suicide, and this was decided on the day he accepted the 
grand vizierate over the corpse of Nâzım Pasha. I am sure that 
this man did not like, for instance, Talaat Bey and his friends. 
How could it be that he became, to such a degree, a toy in their 
hands and died for this reason?” The assassins were scarcely 
related to Talaat, but the latter could make the best out of the 
murder. He had never really accepted the authority of Şevket, 
who was eighteen years older. Mutual antipathy and reserve had 
hindered Talaat’s inclusion in the cabinet.

Under the new grand vizier Said Halim,82 Talaat again 
became a minister of the interior. Including Talaat and Halil, the 
cabinet was now much more directly dominated by the com-
mittee. Nearly ten years older than Talaat, Said Halim stood 
closer to the CUP than Şevket but was not a komiteci himself. 
Even if he did not possess the influence of Talaat or the émi-
nences grises, he enjoyed prestige as a well- educated prince and 
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grandson of Muhammad Ali of Egypt. He was more an Islamist 
than a Turkist. In his later booklet on Islamization, or “becom-
ing Muslim” (İslamlaşmak), he stated that “the salvation of the 
Muslim peoples” was in “their complete Islamization” and not 
in Western- style nationalism, while he believed, like Gökalp, 
in the superiority of Islam as “the most complete religion” and 
“the highest level of human consciousness.”83

Şekvet’s assassination was followed by a pompous funeral, 
during which the committee demonstrated its full control and 
grip of power. Most visible as a leader in the streets, as well as in 
the government during those critical days, was Talaat. Enver was 
more guarded.84 The assassination was an opportunity to repress 
the opposition once and for all. Prince Sabahaddin and others 
had to flee. In his post- 1918 memoirs, Cemal put the blame for 
the murder on a broad anti- CUP conspiracy led by Sabahad-
din and the latter’s associate Nihad Reşad (Belger). This was an 
ostensible attempt to show the opposition— which temporarily 
came to power after 1918— as potentially no less bloodstained 
than the CUP.85 Although Talaat’s anticipation of and acquies-
cence with Şevket’s murder is probable, his involvement is not. 
Vengeance for Nâzım’s assassination, personal and political, with 
links to oppositional circles, is highly plausible. Ibrahim Temo, 
a dissident, although a CUP cofounder, had been invited to a 
preparatory conspirators’ meeting but refused to collaborate, 
because he still considered Talaat a candid patriot. He learned, 
however, from Captain Kâzım, one of the leaders of the con-
spiracy, that Talaat had had a plan to murder Temo too.86

Edirne, 1913: The Baptism of Committee Rule

The scenario hoped for by the CUP leaders since March 1913 
took place. After the London Treaty on 30 May, Bulgaria was 
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not satisfied with its territorial acquisitions in Macedonia. 
Trusting too much in the strength of its army, it attacked both 
Greece and Serbia on 29 June. For the committee, this was the 
moment to reconquer Edirne. For Europe, the renewed war 
“maintained and increased the commercial marasmus. Impos-
sible to find loans as long as this continues. The Eastern Ques-
tion keeps all that it promised,” Rambert complained. Unduly 
broken apart, the Pandora’s box of Europe’s Eastern Question 
released plain folly, blood, fire, ruins, and extermination, the 
reasons of which could scarcely be fathomed by contempo-
raries. “An order is given and these human masses of one and a 
half million men lunge one at the other.”87

Even before the January coup, the struggle for the possession 
of Edirne had become highly symbolic and the litmus test to 
distinguish Ottoman patriots from alleged defeatists. Military 
officers competed for the honor to participate in or— better 
yet— to lead the reconquest of Edirne while the Bulgarian 
army was busy with other enemies in July 1913. The capital of 
the young empire five hundred years earlier, Edirne offered a 
strong imperial reference and link to Ottoman glory. The CUP 
dealing with Edirne reveals a politicized generation obsessed 
with empire, at the expense of healthy domestic state build-
ing. During the months in which the CUP leaders fixated their 
eyes excessively on Edirne, essential issues, such as the near 
collapse of the economy, reform in the eastern provinces, and 
infrastructure projects, did not get the sustained attention they 
sorely needed.

By mid- July, the decision making in the new cabinet was tak-
ing time and money. Loans were out of reach. In a discussion 
with most of the ministers in Said Halim’s mansion on 18 July 
1913, Hayri argued strongly against Talaat, who wanted war. 
“Let us immediately proclaim war,” Talaat put forward. “Excuse 
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me, but I do not understand your insistence on Edirne,” Hayri 
replied. He mentioned all of the territories recently lost and 
pointed to the military and international risks of a reconquest, 
but also to the negative impact of renewed war for the interior. 
A majority of ministers were against war. Even the grand vizier 
seemed to change his opinion in favor of Hayri. Therefore, 
Talaat reacted fiercely.

The opinion of Ahmed İzzet Pasha (the new minister of war 
and vice commander of the Ottoman army, the sultan being 
the commander) was most critical. As soon as he voiced politi-
cal reluctance, but confidence as far as the Bulgarian army was 
concerned, Talaat took this as a positive vote and thanked 
him “in a theatratical and affected manner” for fulfulling the 
will of the government, although there was no such approved 
will. Finally, when the meeting turned to discussions in small 
groups, he intimidated Hayri by saying, “You did badly; resign 
and leave.” Talaat was in a depressed and aggressive mood. The 
next day, Midhat Şükrü and Commandant Cemal approached 
Hayri in the name of the committee. They admonished him, 
saying that since the majority of the committee wanted war in 
order to recover Edirne, he had to yield. Crestfallen, instead 
of participating at the decisive cabinet meeting the same day, 
Hayri chose to assist at a ceremony in the Dolmabahce Palace.88

From start to finish, Talaat was the engine driving Edirne’s 
reconquest. On 19 July, he ensured the conditions for military 
attack by obtaining a loan of 1.5 million pounds from the Régie; 
in exchange, he allowed a renewed concession of fifteen years 
(thus, he reimplemented dependence on a foreign institution, 
a contradiction of his cherished principle of sovereignty). He 
drove by car to headquarters to procure the vote of Ahmed İzzet 
Pasha. Talaat pressed for a written decision from the cabinet, 
obtained it on 19 July, and brought it by car to the sultan. All this 
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ensured the indispensable conditions in which, on 21 July, Colo-
nel Enver’s unit occupied Edirne without combat. This was a 
flagrant break with the clauses of the London Treaty, for which 
Bulgaria, however, had set the example.89 On 25 July, the Friday 
of the same week, Talaat assisted at the solemn ceremonies in 
the recovered Edirne Selimiye Mosque. He went by car and 
returned the same evening by train (an approximately three- 
hundred- mile round trip), sighing and saying, before his return, 
“Ah, Sultan Selim, will I really see you again?” Talaat expressed 
both his concern for a definitive international settlement and 
his emotional attachment to Selim and Edirne.90

The news of Edirne’s recovery was received with patriotic 
enthusiasm in the capital and almost everywhere in the empire. 
For a large Ottoman public without free press, this success 
vindicated the political course of the CUP since autumn 1912. 
Above all, it gave the CUP a new self- assurance. Only now, the 
committee began to feel more certain of its power at the reins of 
the empire. Moreover, the success vindicated the radicals, that 
is, the vocal proponents of war led by Talaat. It marginalized 
the prudent ones, those who objected that, although craftily 
and spectacularly, the komiteci Talaat built on sand in terms of 
political construction. By the end of July 1913, Talaat’s consoli-
dation of power and the radical political language associated 
with this process had largely convinced those in the domes-
tic sphere. Everybody had recommitted to glory and national 
pride, Rambert reported.91 Decision making in the capital 
henceforth followed group dynamics largely dominated by 
Talaat. Strong figures on his side were Cemal, Enver, and, most 
visible internationally, Said Halim. The international lesson 
these men learned from the reoccupation of Edirne was not 
to take European diplomacy seriously if local power relations 
allowed active change of a situation. More generally speaking, 
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“Old Europe” had seriously lost “prestige in the eyes of [the 
CUP’s] Young Turkey,” as the Russian chargé d’affaires Gulke-
vich in Istanbul put it.92

The recovery of Edirne became the starting point of a new 
history of national salvation. Atatürk, too, was to inscribe him-
self into this history when visiting Edirne in 1930, thus symboli-
cally aligning with Talaat, although he did not emphasize the 
Islamic- Ottoman association that prevailed in 1913. Edirne was 
then called the Kaaba of Honor, and its recovery a victory of the 
Crescent over the Cross. The city, and the Selimiye Mosque in 
particular, served henceforth as a place of public celebrations, 
a subject of speeches and special stamps, and as the destination 
of a new kind of national- religious pilgrimage. Talaat “trans-
formed the city into a major site of popular pilgrimage” that 
the religious press compared to the hajj to Mekka and Medina. 
The Ministry of the Interior and the Association of National 
Defense collaborated in organizing “National Defense” pil-
grimage train rides to Edirne, as shown in Eyal Ginio’s recent 
study on the topic.93 The new militancy and militarization of 
the CUP, by the way, also expressed itself in a new tradition 
whereby CUP luminaries outside the army received honorary 
military ranks. From 1913 to 1918, the “simple soldier” Talaat 
thus rose, step- by- step, to the rank of a colonel.94

———

Remarkably, it was Talaat— not the grand vizier and foreign 
minister Said Halim— who led the postwar negotiations with 
the Bulgarians at the Istanbul conference. The negotiations 
resulted in the agreement of 29 September 1913, which included 
population exchanges in Macedonia of nearly 100,000 people— 
half Christians (Bulgarians), half Muslims— from one state to 
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the other. The population exchanges after the Balkan Wars, 
which already followed the principle of “unmixing” ethnore-
ligious groups, were modest if compared to those agreed to in 
the Treaty of Lausanne in 1923; above all, they were not, at least 
on paper, compulsory.95 The agreement with Bulgaria put the 
reconquest of Edirne on safe diplomatic ground, although the 
treatment of Muslims in Bulgaria remained an issue of conflict. 
Negotiations with Bulgaria on a military convention succeeded 
only in January 1914.96 Talaat also led negotiations with Greece, 
which resulted in a peace treaty by mid- November.97 In late 
1913, Turkey was in a considerably stronger position than it had 
been a few months before.

Even if Talaat denied it, he was sponsoring the Albanian 
movement that wanted to establish Muslim rule. He used a 
newly established so- called Special Organization (Teşkilât- ı 
Mahsusa) to stir up Muslim rebellion in the former Ottoman 
territory and to support a separatist movement in Western 
Thrace. The Special Organization (SO) was a paramilitary 
force under Süleyman Askeri, a guerilla leader who had 
fought in Libya with Enver. Its board or central committee 
met at the CUP headquarters in Istanbul. Among the SO’s 
board members were Nâzım and Şakir.98 In this context, the 
Austrian foreign minister Leopold Berchtold deemed Talaat 
“dangerous” and felt “alarmed by the latter’s prominence” in 
the agitation.99

Just as after the putsch of January, Talaat boasted after the 
Edirne coup of his bravado and successful gamble. He bragged 
that within twenty- four hours he had saved the situation. “As 
far as the [European] powers were concerned, I knew that 
they would not move, that audacity would impose itself.”100 
Yet, in early August 1913, Turkey was still isolated. Defiantly, 
Talaat and Cemal multiplied declarations such as “possession 
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of Adrianople against everbody, until death, until complete era-
sure of military forces!” In fact, they had true angst; at least, 
Cemal did. “I had the opportunity for an interview with him 
this afternoon,” Rambert wrote on 7 August. “I have found him 
devastated and completely disoriented. It caused pain to look 
at him.”101

A few days earlier, Rambert and Weil had finalized the 
agreement with the government regarding the concession, had 
obtained the imperial irade (decree) that sanctioned this con-
cession, and had disbursed another tranche of the loan of 1.5 
million Ottoman pounds, after having paid 300,000 right after 
Talaat’s and Cemal’s request of 19 July. Despite this financial 
injection, national insolvency still loomed. Internationally, 
Ottoman Turkey’s credit was, in every sense, at a record low. 
It had decreased since the 1913 putsch among the European 
 powers and was at a critical low in August 1913. Analogously, 
Europe had lost a lot of its prestige within a Young Turkey dom-
inated by the CUP. Looking at the Balkans, including chaotic 
Albania, there was a failure of European diplomacy that impe-
rial komitecilik snatched as an opportunity for a wider range 
of action. Visibly, European diplomacy had bowed before the 
fait accompli, accepting the accompanying revision of a treaty. 
Talaat became the champion among the Southeastern Euro-
pean pioneers of this new and “promising” political style.102

Against this background, in summer 1914, a similar constella-
tion was to take a much more comprehensive dimension. Dis-
cernible diplomatic success was on the Turkish and Talaat’s side 
since fall 1913. Consequently, “the Turkish government acquired 
an uncontested prestige among his populations, and Talaat has 
grown by several cubits.”103 Even if partly sharing concerns 
about the development of diplomacy, the German attitude in 
Istanbul appeared significantly different from other powers. 
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Germany, Abdulhamid’s friend, had had to fear for its position 
immediately after July 1908. This, however, had considerably 
changed by 1910. After the fall of Kâmil Pasha, a longtime friend 
of Britain, Germany’s relationship with Turkey became even 
closer. The new ambassador, Hans von Wangenheim, successor 
of Marschall von Bieberstein in June 1912, was, in Cavid’s words, 
an “utter Turkophile” who, in his first year, however, was skepti-
cal with regard to Turkey’s future. He wrongly predicted chaos 
if Mahmud Şevket fell.104

Wangenheim admired the audacity and aplomb of the men 
who recovered Edirne in July 1913. He felt close to “the entirely 
new mentality” of the committeemen as compared to former 
Ottoman politicians. Emphatically, he now gave a more positive 
view of Turkey’s vitality and future than reflected in the general 
European skepticism.105 He identified with the pattern of suc-
cess in the case of Edirne, even if this was in contravention of 
a treaty, and backed Turkey diplomatically. He later insinuated 
that Germany would accept a similar Ottoman course of action 
in the case of the islands of Chios, Lemons, and Lesbos. An alli-
ance with Ottoman Turkey was no longer as strictly excluded as 
in the months and years before. Wangenheim apparently iden-
tified with actionist chauvinism, as expressed in the statement 
of a director in the Ottoman Foreign Ministry in autumn 1913, 
saying that the “former fear of laying a finger on a Christian . . . 
no longer exists. This era is over. Cemal and Talaat want to act, 
and actually they [do] act.”106

Wangenheim was fascinated by the men of action in the Cen-
tral Committee and government, although he admitted that he 
did not understand how the committee functioned. Nonethe-
less, he knew important basics after June 1913: “In contrast to 
Mahmud Şevket, who was a quite independent personality and 
could entrain his party, Prince Said is to be considered only the 
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first functionary of the committee party.” It was clear to him that 
it was not Said who would “guide the destinies of Turkey, but 
the strong heads of the committee behind him. Of these, two, 
Talaat Bey and Halil Bey, have entered the new ministry. Both 
belong to the radical wing of the party and are regarded as ener-
getic and ruthless nationalists.”107 Citing these characteristics 
as flattering did not embarrass him; on the contrary, regarding 
Edirne, he expressed admiration for Talaat’s “masterful manage-
ment” and “coup de maître.” He was convinced that there was 
no alternative to CUP rule. He offered to influence the German 
press, according to CUP wishes, and to place any pieces they 
sent him in the newspapers.108

As a regular and leading member of the Istanbul Club 
d’Orient, Rambert observed that by late 1913 the new strong-
men and a few young Ottoman diplomats had begun to fre-
quent the club, in particular, for dinner on Thursday evening, 
before the Muslim holiday on Friday. On 12 December 1913, 
“we were thirty- five at table,” including Halil, president of the 
Council of State, and Mahmud Bahri Pasha, the minister of the 
navy. The burly physiques of Talaat, Cemal, and İzzet Pasha at 
the table reminded him of the “giants of marble . . . who, the 
head bent forward . . . support on their neck and shoulder” the 
structure of an empire. Rambert was impressed but ambivalent. 
Among all these people, “there was not one specimen of the 
[former] elegant aristocracy. All are upstage who have acquired 
their high position by sheer hard work. They personify the 
strength of [imperial] resistance. But nothing in their appear-
ance reveals penetrating thinking, intelligent initiative, or diplo-
matic finesse. Yet one has to admit that since the [Balkan] war 
they have saved their country from a definitive collapse . . . and 
maintained imperial dignity.”109 National and imperial honor or 
dignity is indeed key to understanding Talaat’s cohort.
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Truth Test: Challenged by  

the Armenian Question

In 1913, Germany stood at a critical threshold with regard to 
the Eastern Question and its own relationship to the late Otto-
man world, globally the most sensitive region. Would the fresh 
German flirtation with Turkish dictatorship involve stronger 
mutual engagement and interference in Ottoman interior affairs 
in favor of constitutional rule? Or, on the contrary, would the 
unfinished, fragile constitutional democracy of the German 
Empire lose its political and moral compass in the quagmire 
of the Eastern Question, and the Armenian issue in particular? 
Would it lose its soul by too much proximity with crafty impe-
rial komitecilik?

In early 1913, the reform issue of the Armenian Question 
reemerged in European diplomacy.110 After the factual end of 
the Macedonian Question in the Balkan Wars, the Armenian 
Question stood at the center of Europe’s Eastern Question. 
Germany, for the first time, recognized the reality and relevant 
history of an issue to be solved by solid reforms. In order to 
push political friendship under Abdulhamid, it had denied the 
Armenian massacres and belittled the necessity of reforms in 
Eastern Asia Minor. In 1913, it wanted both: special friendship 
with Turkey and reforms. For this reason, for the first time, 
German diplomacy and friends of Johannes Lepsius, an influ-
ential theologian and humanitarian activist from Berlin, began 
to work hand in hand in an attempted synthesis of German 
Orient politik and German Protestant Orient Mission.111

Despite the European diplomatic fiasco in the Balkans in 
1913, the CUP regime was internationally still weak regard-
ing the powers before the crisis of July 1914. The international 
factor therefore counted domestically. If duly introduced, it 



152 C h a p t e r  4

could determine Turkey’s domestic future even against the 
CUP’s fervent will to unchallenged, centralized sovereignty. 
If Germany cooperated and did not obstruct internationally 
monitored reforms, the political course of the Ottoman world 
could be corrected and the committee dictatorship partly neu-
tralized. Armenian representatives attempted to do this. Dur-
ing the Kâmil cabinet in late 1912, they had again demanded 
the implementation of a reform plan according to Article 61 of 
the Berlin Treaty. They added an international dimension to 
renewed reform steps of the cabinet, which, since October 1912, 
resumed efforts to restore order and solve the land question in 
the eastern provinces. The cabinet did this after being warned 
by the Russian foreign minister Sazonov, who had reminded it 
of the Berlin Treaty.112 By 18 December 1912, it had prepared 
a reform plan for the provinces of Van, Bitlis, Diyarbekir, and 
Mamuretülaziz. One of Kâmil’s main ideas was to assign British 
inspectors as advisers during the implementation of the plan, 
thus countering Russian pro- Armenian pressure.113

Seeking at last a breakthrough after four years of being strung 
along, on 21 December 1912, the Armenian millet assembly 
decided to present the reform issue to an international plat-
form. A main excuse— not to act in this case— had repeatedly 
been the argument of necessary reforms for the whole country, 
not only a part of it. Based on the 21 December decision, Arme-
nian representatives raised the issue internationally and lobbied 
in the capitals of the European powers. Main representatives on 
the international platform were Bogos Nubar Pasha, Zohrab, 
and the Catholicos of Etchmiadzin Kevork V. The main Arme-
nian political parties (ARF, Hunchak, and Ramgavar) joined for 
the first time in a common project.114 The Armenian initiative 
was not intended to modify the power game in the Ottoman 
center. Faced with cataclysmic perspectives and a dictatorship, 
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it was first and foremost meant to ameliorate the conditions of 
life on the ground. Nevertheless, the initiative was potentially a 
game changer, because it introduced European monitoring. The 
radicals surrounding Talaat therefore deemed it a fundamental 
threat to their political goals and resented Armenians’ resort-
ing to foreign support as treason. For the Armenians, inter-
national guarantee was essential, because trust in true reforms 
induced by the CUP regime alone would have been, after all, 
irresponsible.

In the perspective of human rights and dignity, the Armenian 
resort to diplomacy was the result of a governmental incapac-
ity to provide the basics of egalitarian justice, security, and a 
solution to the issue of stolen land. Hamid Kapancızâde was 
a high functionary and close collaborator of Talaat’s. He stood 
on friendly terms with Robert Graves. In 1914 when he went 
as a governor for the first time in his life to an eastern prov-
ince (Diyarbekir), he experienced the situation as follows: “I 
found the place here not only an administratively neglected 
province, but a [whole] region that was derelict, because sub-
ordinate and peripheral. As in many of our provinces, one could 
scarcely ascertain that the administration of a state had reigned 
here for centuries.” Outside the town, “the lack of administra-
tion and the practice of patronage left the rule to local tribes, 
more precisely, to gangs. Every extortioner who managed to 
summon forty bandits was a government. . . . If anybody had 
explained to me in advance this primitive state of affairs that I 
witnessed in 1914, I would not have believed him, saying that 
he exaggerates.” This was a devastating judgment from a loyal, 
capable, forthright governor, who, in March 1915, was displaced 
for his honest assessment of the situation. In his retrospective 
memoirs, written before his death in 1928, Hamid went so far 
as to write that “nowhere and never had we become the master 
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and protector of the country. We resided as bad tenants in the 
countries that we had invaded.”115

In parallel to the negotiations after the Balkan Wars, media-
tion continued for reforms in the eastern provinces, which were 
sorely needed. It was crucial that a domestic peace was based, 
despite all, on constitutional principles. Talaat played a key role 
in both streams of negotiations. There was serious concern for 
the future of Eastern Asia Minor, but for him, the main issue 
was preservation and reestablishment of central state power. 
He feared a scenario such as that in Macedonia, which resulted 
in international control and final loss. At issue for the Arme-
nians were survival, human dignity, and property rights. This 
was also true for other groups, in particular, Assyrian Christians 
and Alevis. Armenian and some Assyrian Christians formed 
the best educated, largely unarmed portion of the provincial 
population in Eastern Asia Minor.

The political and social opening in the aftermath of the 1908 
revolution had not lasted. High- spirited governors of eastern 
provinces, like Celâl, had been the exception, not the rule. 
Since 1911, state authorities and local CUP branches sided more 
and more openly with landlords and the majoritarian Muslim 
population. If they did not, they had to fear upheaval and com-
plete loss of control. They avoided confrontation with Muslim 
notables, tribes, and gangs. The unrest, massacres, and urban 
riots since the 1890s, including Adana in 1909, were still fresh in 
memory. After four years of a reinstalled constitution, the state 
had largely proved incapable of implementing egalitarian law. 
Indeed, as early as 1910, Talaat had postponed and subordinated 
the principle of egalitarian rule to successful centralization.

By 1913, he followed the same path, but more radically. 
Against the backdrop of hundreds of thousands of muhacir from 
the Balkans (to be settled in Asia Minor), he was increasingly 
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prone to drastic measures, including demographic engineer-
ing. At issue was no longer constitutional rule but the country-
wide implementation of a single- party regime, along with a new 
agenda. This agenda followed a modified national understand-
ing that not only put off equality with Ottoman Christians but 
was on the threshold of excluding them for good, since it based 
“real” belonging to the Ottoman nation on Islam. A resentful 
kind of Turkish nationalism spread rapidly, taking its force from 
fervent reaction against “Christian” aggression and injustices, 
as felt from the West. An intensified organization of Turkism, 
including an international Turkist Congress in Geneva, and 
CUP war and atrocity propaganda played determining roles in 
this process.116

In contrast to non- Muslims, non- Turkish Muslims were 
deemed assimilable to this new understanding of national 
identity. In its more popular occurrences, this understand-
ing merged with late nineteenth- century Ottoman Islamism. 
Largely CUP- guided anti- Christian boycotts proved a strong 
indicator of this development. After Austria- Hungary’s annexa-
tion of Bosnia- Herzegovina, Bulgaria’s declaration of indepen-
dence, and Crete’s unilateral union with Greece in autumn 
1908, Muslims found themselves united in their demands for 
the empire’s sovereignty and international security. Boycotts of 
Austrian, Bulgarian, and Greek businesses and goods extended 
from Trabzon to Beirut. Large crowds, often numbering in the 
thousands, protested publicly, burning or tearing up Austrian- 
made fezzes. By 1910– 11, the boycott movement began to target 
the shops of Christian and Jewish Ottoman citizens as well.117

Thus, whereas in 1908 and 1909 the boycotts had been 
exclusively directed against foreign “Christian states,” by 1913 
they outright targeted— with an aggressive rhetoric of jihad— 
Ottoman Christians, especially the Rûm. Ottoman Macedonia 
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was almost entirely lost after the Balkan Wars. The CUP blamed 
foreign interference and foreign- mandated reforms for this situ-
ation. It did not publicly question its own call to war in Septem-
ber 1912, the Ottoman military defeat, or well- known longtime 
deficits in Ottoman administration. Since late 1913, the CUP 
saw the Armenians and the Entente powers fabricate a further 
“Macedonia” in Eastern Anatolia. The CUP branches in the 
eastern provinces entrenched this perspective in their rhetoric, 
connecting it with local resentments that had fed the violence 
of 1895. This legacy, along with the juxtaposition of Armenia 
and Macedonia, were strong factors in the rapidly growing anti- 
Armenian stance in the CUP by late 1913.118

Illustrating this development was not only Central Commit-
tee member Gökalp but also a more general Kurdish unrest. 
Local power holders, including Kurdish sheikhs and tribal 
chiefs, feared the restitution of seized Armenian land, which 
gave Abdurrezzak Bedirhan’s attempt at a Kurdish nationalist 
movement additional momentum in autumn 1913. Intriguingly, 
Abdurrezzak profited from Russian assistance, which contrib-
uted to the CUP’s fear of— and mistrust in— Russia during the 
reform negotiations. If it were to lose local power holders, the 
CUP government risked losing for good its precarious hege-
mony over the eastern provinces.119

Angry and vengeful mind- sets in Western and Eastern Asia 
Minor concurred in late 1913 and gave rise to extreme, Islamist, 
or Turanist anti- Christian hate speech in public. In contrast to 
the Islamist reaction of 1909, it now came from voices close 
to, or even within, the CUP (which, while in opposition, had 
already known similar assonances). A case in point is Hüseyin 
Kâzım (Kadri), a prolific author, former editor of Tanin, pro-
vincial governor, and a CUP member of parliament. Based on 
resentment and a vulgar understanding of Christian theology, 
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he declared war against Christianity, denigrating it as idolatry. 
The apodictic terms that he used in his 1913 booklet, published 
under a pseudonym, coincide with those of the “Islamic State” 
propaganda spread a hundred years later.120 Talaat himself does 
not appear to have used similarly extreme rhetoric, but now he 
knew he could exploit it. His claim to represent the “national 
will” was based on masses mobilized by a narrative that prom-
ised the glorious restoration of Islam.

Negotiating Reforms Backed by Europe

Under international pressure, the cabinet of Mahmud Şevket 
had continued the reform efforts undertaken by its predecessor, 
even if there was “obstruction by a few persons in the commit-
tee,” as Hayri noted.121 He probably meant Gökalp, Şakir, and 
Talaat, even if Talaat knew that some compliance was inescap-
able. In contrast to the previous year, Hayri now occupied a 
critical stance in relation to “the road chosen by Talaat Bey.” 
He was ready for duty apropos reforms, because he deemed 
“the land question one of the country’s vital questions.” His col-
leagues feared loss of political prestige due to popular Islamic 
reactions against a commission or temporary peace tribunals, 
as was proposed. Finally, Hayri, Rahmi, and Necmettin Molla, 
all prominent CUP members, decided to propose to Talaat that 
Hayri be nominated as a minister so that he would have suffi-
cient executive power to deal with the land question. (He was, 
in fact, again made a minister of foundations in late April 1913, 
but not for action in the East.)122

A secret cabinet meeting of 15 April 1913 adopted the idea of 
a general inspectorate for the eastern provinces and the involve-
ment of British experts, as in the plan of 18 December 1912. It 
proposed, however, two regions with two separate British- led 



158 C h a p t e r  4

inspectorates. The anti- Russian construction of the scheme was 
too evident, and British diplomacy could not accept nominat-
ing inspectors general.123 In June, the unresolved Armenian 
and reform issue was therefore prominently on the diplomatic 
table once again. At the end of June, the Russian ambassa-
dor distributed a reform plan draft, written by the lawyer and 
expert on international law André N. Mandelstam, dragoman 
at the Russian Embassy. It was submitted to a conference of six 
ambassadors, which was to begin in July, and adopted the idea 
of one general inspectorate for six eastern provinces under an 
Ottoman Christian inspector (analogous to the special status of 
Lebanon) or a European inspector.124 In response, Talaat, once 
again minister of the interior, was busy preparing an account 
emphasizing the governmental position on reform.125

During the July 1913 meetings of the conference of ambas-
sadors in Istanbul, represented by their dragomans, Germany 
supported the Turkish side without considering that Talaat’s 
strategic goal might be obstruction. Since early 1913, Germany’s 
position was aligned with general European diplomacy, that 
real reform was needed for the Armenians’ future in Turkey. 
Yet this was not a firm conviction, as shown in diplomatic cor-
respondence. In Cavid’s judgment, German ambassador Wan-
genheim lacked any solid and sound opinion on the Armenian 
issue. General Pomiankowski, too, described a wavering and 
thus pliable Wangenheim.126 Once Wangenheim had asserted 
naively that “the present Turkish government will do all to 
make the new regime [of reform] succeed in Armenia,”127 even 
before a final agreement. Another time he said that “only their 
conversion to Islam could provide them [the Armenians] rest 
and security for life and property.” He oscillated between con-
viction that Russia’s will concerning Armenian reform was seri-
ous and anti- Russian mistrust (which the committee leaders 
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did all they could to encourage).128 German- Russian discus-
sions established a compromise between Russian and Ottoman 
drafts in late September.

Once again, Talaat tried to play the British card against Rus-
sian influence. He generally operated in a hit- and- run style, using 
intimidation or friendly surprise of his targets to effect imme-
diate success. In early October 1913, he blindsided two British 
experts who worked in the government. “Talaat Bey, who was 
now the dominant personality in the Cabinet, came to see Craw-
ford and me at the Ministry of Finance and made us the fol-
lowing rather startling proposal,” Graves reports. Talaat wanted 
Britons as general inspectors, in this case, David Crawford and 
Robert Graves. Again, the British government declined.129

Cavid himself had many informal talks with German and 
other diplomats on the reform issue, all of which he reported 
to Talaat. In turn, Talaat sent him many telegrams and letters, 
which Cavid summarized in his diary. Fully loyal to Talaat’s 
stance in this case, Cavid used all his persuasiveness to cat-
egorically refuse European control and draw Germany more 
to Turkey’s side. He insisted that the CUP was committed to 
Armenian security and “willing to realize reforms in Armenia 
[sic].” He deployed a panoply of arguments to show that Arme-
nian propaganda was at fault, Europe was not sincere, and Rus-
sia provoked troubles in the eastern provinces. He ridiculed 
European humanitarian discourse. All turned around the man-
tra “no European control.” “We do not want a new Macedonia 
to assume shape, and we have no time for European sermons,” 
he preached in one of his interviews with Arthur Zimmermann, 
undersecretary of the German Foreign Office. “In similar cases, 
we saw Germany always on our side; now it proceeds together 
with Russia. This produces a bad impression in our country,” 
he reproached him.130
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Cavid accepted foreign inspectors as long as the Ottoman 
government chose them. Talaat did this too, and, moreover, in 
this case, he had a good sense for elements that the other side 
wanted to hear in negotiations. As of late November 1913, this 
meant that inspectors could be chosen from small European 
countries, that they would be given full authority, and that 
Ottoman Christians would enjoy proportional representation 
in provincial councils, in the police force, and in civil service. 
“We must say to the powers that we will fulfill these points. This 
declaration from our side will be reckoned as the guarantees 
that the Armenians want, but it does not mean the acceptance 
of an obligation.” The crucial point was and remained interna-
tional backing and control of the reforms, that is, a guarantee. 
This contradicted the CUP’s claim to entire sovereignty and not 
only hurt its pride but substantially restricted Talaat’s power.

The claim to foreign guarantee could not, however, be 
given up in any realistic assessment by the Armenian side, 
even if their interlocutors resented this. Muhittin Birgen, then 
a twenty- eight- year- old lead writer for the CUP newspaper 
Tanin, understood himself as belonging to the CUP’s left wing, 
which “backed minority rights and previously had had good 
relations” with and sympathies for the social democratic ARF. 
However, his memoirs depict the affront he felt when the ARF 
explained that “we have no trust in you anymore. We are obliged 
to demand guarantees by the powers, above all, Russia.”131

In a late November meeting with Talaat, Halil, Midhat, 
 Vartkes, Halajian, and two other Armenians in Halajian’s 
house, the debate again focused on this point. Talaat conceded 
all essential points and, in addition to those mentioned, the 
new laws on the use of regional languages and the autonomy 
of schools.132 Full agreement seemed possible. But what 
was the utility of beautiful promises if trust was lacking and 
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international control was refused? Also, the CUP’s left wing pri-
oritized a unitary state of Turkish Muslims and did not sincerely 
intend to pursue regional Armenian rights. Informal meetings 
between Talaat and Armenian representatives continued until 
late December 1913. Still, confidence- building steps were not 
excluded and, the Armenians hoped, could succeed. Zohrab 
tried to convince Talaat. On 24 December they met in Halil’s 
house. Zohrab was more ready to compromise than his ARF 
friends. But still Talaat resisted on the crucial point of Arme-
nian security and a future warranted by other than committee 
rule. By 26 December, Talaat concluded that the government 
was better off when negotiating alone with the Great powers.133

On 28 December, Cavid invited Vartkes and Zohrab to 
another debate and, as a result, exclaimed hopefully in his 
diary that on the matter of the inspectors, “we will be able to 
agree. The same is true for the issue of guarantees!”134 This 
proved presumptuous. On 10 January 1914, Zohrab wrote at 
last, “To whom could I express my pain?” He referred to what 
he deemed an essential break with the CUP and found that the 
ARF should have continued, like him, to informally negotiate 
with “the Turks” rather than leave all in the hands of Russia and 
Germany. Krikor Zohrab was a significant nonpartisan figure of 
post- 1908 constitutional Turkey. Like scarcely anyone else, he 
had believed in a future Turkish- Armenian alignment and felt 
that something essential had definitively broken down in late 
1913 and early 1914.135

Cavid, in contrast to Talaat, did not play a power game or a 
double game, although because of his dependency on Talaat, 
he sometimes got caught up in such games. Yet he sincerely 
wanted reforms, not only to satisfy Armenian fellow citizens 
but to fulfill constitutional rule according to his understand-
ing of political functionality and human dignity. His problem 
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was that he could not acquire nor maintain a critical distance 
vis- à- vis the CUP except in his diary. Like Talaat, he lived for 
the committee. He had lost his young wife and had begun writ-
ing his diary in 1909 as a reaction to this loss.136 A year and a 
half after his hopeful outline on the Turkish- Armenian future, 
deeply disillusioned, Cavid confessed in his diary in late August 
1915, “We have publicly proved . . . that we lack the capacity to 
rule.” By then, all his fervent arguments of 1913 against foreign 
supervision had revealed themselves as hollow words. Leading 
his Armenian fellow citizens to death, “we have condemned 
everything” (connected to CUP rule).137 This silent cry in the 
desert did not, however, mark a definitive break from the CUP, 
because Cavid was neither willing nor able to exit the common 
political orbit and his dependency on Talaat.

Russian anger at the new German military mission in the 
Ottoman capital under Otto Liman von Sanders contributed 
to delaying the finalization of the reform agreement in late 1913. 
What amplified Russian suspicion was Enver’s nomination 
as a pasha and minister of war in early January 1914. Sazonov 
regarded him as an ignoble murderer because of Nâzım Pasha’s 
assassination a year earlier.138 Talaat had used his dominance 
in the cabinet to elevate Enver and to make Ahmed İzzet Pasha 
resign. Since early July 1913, he had planned to “bring up a 
minister of war from us”; since late November, this plan also 
included appointing Cemal as minister of the navy and Cavid 
as the minister of finances. (Although Talaat was always Cavid’s 
first committee contact, before World War I Cavid also por-
trayed Enver in positive and hopeful terms.)139

İzzet was ten years older than Talaat, much less war- prone, 
and had refused to cleanse the military cadre in favor of young 
CUP loyalists. In his memoirs, transferring responsibility from 
approved authorities to reckless young CUP revolutionists, thus 
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making it impossible to tame their ambitions, had been “the first 
and greatest cause in a chain of calamities that led to the World 
War.” Graves, who still worked in the Sublime Porte, judged 
unambiguously: “The modest young officer [Enver] whom I 
had known at Salonica five years earlier had not been improved 
by his rapid rise to power, and could not but be regarded as 
a dangerous adventurer.” Ahmed İzzet Pasha refused Talaat’s 
offer of lifelong vice commandership of the Ottoman army and 
his insistent, risky offer of becoming the prince of Albania.140 
Talaat always tried to reconcile the opposites in his network 
of power, entirely unconcerned about principled government.

Now, in early 1914, three men were most visible at the top 
of the state, whereas in the months before, Talaat and Cemal 
had ruled in the capital. These young men dominated the Cen-
tral Committee and used senior CUP figures like Ahmed İzzet, 
Mustafa Hayri, and Said Halim according to their ideas. Ram-
bert concluded on 8 January: “We are in fact governed by a 
triumvirate, Talaat, Enver, and Cemal Bey, all men of authority 
who one feels capable of rash and violent action.” This contem-
porary, afterward often- repeated notion of a triumvirate is true 
for this precise time frame only.141

Germany provided decisive mediation so that a substantial— 
now, indeed, internationally monitored— reform plan was 
signed on 8 February 1914 by the grand vizier, Said Halim, 
and the Russian chargé d’affaires, K. N. Gulkevich. Once the 
inspectors were chosen, the plan was to be implemented dur-
ing summer 1914. It had far- reaching consequences for Talaat’s 
administration of domestic affairs. The plan divided seven (not 
six, as in the first draft) eastern provinces of Asia Minor into 
northern (Erzurum, Trabzon, Sivas) and southern parts (Van, 
Mamuretülaziz, Bitlis, Diyarbekir). It put them under the con-
trol of two European inspectors, to be selected from neutral 
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countries. It prescribed publication of laws and official pro-
nouncements in local languages, provided for an adequate pro-
portion of Muslims and Christians in councils and the police 
force, and transformed the Hamidiye, an irregular Kurdish cav-
alry, into cavalry reserves.142

By February 1914, for the first time since 1878, international 
diplomacy possessed the necessary instruments to make its 
point in Eastern Asia Minor. If the international situation did 
not change dramatically, the plan must be implemented and 
Talaat had to acquiesce. Even if limited to Eastern Asia Minor, 
the plan’s unmistakable political principles would impact the 
entire country. The selection and appointment of two inspec-
tors general took the entire spring. Louis Westenenk from the 

Figure 12: Talaat in civilian clothes on the left, Enver and Cemal at the central 

forefront during a military ceremony in Istanbul. A so- called triumvirate of 

the CUP party and cabinet formed by Talaat, Enver, and Cemal was true 

for 1913– 14, when all three resided in the Ottoman capital. Yet Talaat was 

then already the leading figure politically (SALT Research, Istanbul).
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Netherlands and Nicolai Hoff from Norway arrived in May, 
“both anxious to learn from me what life would be like in 
Erzerum and Bitlis, and in no hurry to take up their posts until 
they had made the best bargain they could with Talaat for their 
requirements in the way of salary, official residence, motor- cars, 
and European secretaries and inspectors,” said Graves, who 
then still worked in the Ministry of the Interior.143

Strange Spring, 1914: Reform and 

Peace or War and Cataclysm?

By spring 1914, for any serious observer of Ottoman affairs, 
Talaat was the first political figure in the capital. Although a 
minister of the interior, he also actively led in diplomacy. Was 
he a domestic and international agent of peace, as he appeared 
to some contemporaries during the negotiations after the Sec-
ond Balkan War? Or did he instead play on a broad register 
of options between reform and revolution, reconciliation and 
arbitrary cataclysm? Or was he entrenched in the war psychol-
ogy of a revolutionary komiteci who had achieved spectacular 
successes by vocally settling on war— for whom war naturally 
possessed both interior and exterior fronts— and who thus was 
the right man at the right time to further bank on war?

Soberingly, the second and third questions are true. In the-
ory only, and for people outside the CUP, the catastrophic First 
Balkan War had been a strong warning against the path of war, 
and, a fortiori, against the maelstrom of the revanchism that 
rapidly smothered smarter and more constructive currents.

Since the CUP had internalized war, a Turko- Muslim defi-
nition of the Ottoman nation dominated policy. It hence-
forth determined the predominant understanding of national 



Figure 13: (a) Minister of the interior, but also a diplomat: Talaat with 

the Romanian government minister Take Ionescu (Wienbibliothek 

im Rathaus, Tagblattarchiv) and (b) Ionescu’s wife, on board the ship 

Romania before the quay of Galata (SALT Research, Istanbul).
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sovereignty, national security, and national honor. It was 
steeped in the idea that betrayal by non- Muslims had caused 
the late Ottoman problems and losses, foremost in the First Bal-
kan War. It is true that, based on mediation by the Romanian 
minister Take Ionescu,144 Talaat concluded a peace treaty with 
Greece by mid- November 1913— but he prepared for war to 
recover the lost islands. The difficult issues of the islands and of 
population exchanges had been set apart, unresolved. The vic-
tors of the First Balkan War had applied patterns of anti- Muslim 
ethnic cleansing, to which the CUP reacted with similar pat-
terns that began to take on bigger dimensions. A comprehen-
sive anti- Christian demographic engineering was looming on 
the horizon by late 1913. The CUP press aggressively claimed 
that the suffering of the Rûm did not compare to that of the 
muhacir.145

Victimhood became an instrument of propaganda. The logic 
of negative emotions combined with ethnoreligious stigmati-
zation made an impact upon press and politics, and quickly 
justified substitutional revenge toward Ottoman Christians. 
The anti- Rûm policy during the first stage originated directly 
from the Balkan Wars and concerned Thrace. A number of 
Ottoman Rûm in Thrace possessed relatives in Greece, were 
both Ottoman and Greek nationals, and had sympathized 
with Greece during the Balkan Wars, or even participated as 
soldiers on the Greek side. Therefore, “Talaat Bey prioritized 
cleansing the country from the population elements [anâsır] 
that had revealed themselves as treacherous during the Balkan 
War,” Halil said, summarizing Talaat’s new policy as it was crys-
tallizing in late 1913. “The proceeding was like this: Officially 
the governors and the other functionaries were not involved. 
The CUP organization would accomplish the task and terror-
ize the Rûm. . . . In consequence, nearly 100,000 Rûm fled to 
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Greece without being hurt.”146 As a next step, in spring 1914 and 
in relation to the unresolved question of the islands, the Rûm 
living on the Aegean coast were targeted.

Thus, even during and after negotiations with Greece, Talaat 
had thought of war. In a general sense, war psychology had 
been paramount among the committee radicals surrounding 
him since September 1912, yet had started with the outrage 
against the Italian invasion in autumn 1911. As in the case of 
Edirne, Talaat was categorical regarding the restitution of the 
islands of Chios, Lesbos, and Lemnos. This time, early on he 
had the grand vizier on his side, who urged Wangenheim to be 
clearly pro- Ottoman in this issue. Yet the German ambassador 
wished for a Turkish- Greek concord. Despite the peace treaty 
of November 1913, and against proposals of an exchange with 
other Aegean islands to be given back by Italy, nonrestitution 
of Chios and Lesbos meant war for Istanbul. Great effort was 
therefore undertaken to arm the fleet.147

A loan with bad conditions from a French bank allowed the 
purchase of a British- made dreadnought via Brazil. When the 
finance minister Rifat hesitated to sign the loan, Talaat, accord-
ing to Halil, embraced Rifat shouting, “My sir, we are taking 
back the islands; we have no time to be meticulous.” With 
charming coercion, he caressed him, kissed his beard, brought 
him to the room where the banker waited, and compelled him 
to sign. This was a period in which Talaat and the CUP felt 
themselves to still be on the defensive internationally. All the 
more, they exhibited a taste for bravado and for war. “The Turks 
are thinking only of war, as soon as possible, to preserve at least 
Chios and Lesbos,” Rambert noted in late January 1914. The 
impossibility of getting a reasonable loan while war loomed, 
however, impeded the military option. Moreover, European 
diplomacy had decided by mid- January 1914 that the islands 
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would remain Greek. This was an unwise decision in Ram-
bert’s eyes, because the islands were “geographically part of 
Asia Minor’s territory. If one honestly wants to conclude peace, 
causes for constant enmities must be suppressed.”148

Rambert was referring to systematic Rûm contraband 
between the islands and the Continent, and also to the secu-
rity issue, because Chios and Lesbos commanded the naval 
entrance to the Gulf of İzmir. In the aftermath of the islands’ 
official loss, Talaat tackled the demographical and economical 
issue head- on at the Aegean coast. He and the radicals among 
his collaborators understood this issue as a domestic war of 
salvation. The anti- Rûm policy in Western Asia Minor was dia-
metrically opposed to the political principles applied in East-
ern Asia Minor, according to the February 1914 reform plan. 
Talaat’s cleansing policy pursued three main goals: security at 
the west coast, which separated the newly Greek islands by only 
a few kilometers; an inexpensive resettlement of Muslim refu-
gees from the Balkans; and politically motivated demographic 
engineering. These goals all emphasized the crucial aim of a 
safe Muslim Turkish home in Asia Minor at the expense of the 
Ottoman Christians. For the CUP, anti- Greek revanchism justi-
fied them.

———

Curiously and notably, by April 1914 fundamentally differ-
ent options and perspectives of an Ottoman future coexisted. 
There was clearly also a peaceful path. It welcomed, or at least 
accepted, the outlook of reforms with European involvement. 
It particularly took into account that Cavid, the minister of 
finances since March, had succeeded in his negotiations for 
a substantial French loan of 800 million pounds. From this, 
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the commercial milieu expected a great boost for Turkey and 
Europe. On 14 April, when Cavid came back to Istanbul from 
Paris, “all important persons from the political and economic 
spheres waited for him at the [Sirkeci] train station. A general 
feeling of relief spread throughout the whole population.” On 
that day, Rambert estimated that “nobody desire[d] to restart 
war” after the recent experiences. In the months before, the 
problem of refugees had revealed the misery brought on by war 
in many places in Western Anatolia and was a heavy financial 
burden for the state. Most state employees had had to do with-
out or with very small pay for several months.149

On 9 May, Talaat surprised the representatives of inter-
national Istanbul and many others by leaving for a visit with 
the Russian czar, Nicholas II, in Livadiya, Crimea, along with 
Ahmed İzzet Pasha. Many hoped that “this was a sign of general 
peace and of appeasement in the oriental conflicts.” Rambert, 
too, was amazed. “For the Turks, Russia is the wolf.” Yet he 
expected that Talaat would contribute by “bowing and scrap-
ing to the wolf ’s mouth” to dismantle “the instinctive mistrust 
of the Ottoman nation vis- à- vis Moscow’s empire.” In his eyes, 
Europe’s constellation must inspire mistrust in Turkey while it 
hoped for support. He saw Germany “paralyzed by its alliance 
with Italy and Austria” and the latter’s interests in the Balkans, 
France “immobilized by a dangerous financial crisis,” and Brit-
ain “more and more indifferent in regard of oriental affairs.” 
He speculated that the rapprochement with Russia would be 
a “masterstroke” by Talaat, “the first political personality of the 
moment.” Russia possessed the power to impose solutions in 
the Balkans and the eastern provinces.150

Muhittin Birgen, twenty- nine years old and lead writer of the 
CUP newspaper Tanin, accompanied Talaat. He remembered 
Talaat as musing a great deal on the journey there, in fear of 
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Russian earnestness regarding the reform plan, but he relaxed 
on the return because the czar and the Russian foreign minister 
Sergei Sazonov had not pressured him but above all had tried 
to contain general German influence. Muhittin and Talaat dis-
cussed the probability of a general war. Talaat did not openly 
reveal to his young collaborator that he had asked Sazonov 
about a Turkish- Russian alliance. Sazonov, even if taken by 
surprise, according to his own account, was ready to consider 
the proposal.151

Talaat tested the waters and scarcely believed in the realiza-
tion of an alliance with Russia. Even if he personally may have 
possessed strategic flexibility, he would have faced resistance 
from large circles, including pan- Turkists and pan- Islamists 
within the CUP who saw the czar as the archenemy of Turkey. 
“Look, in this case [of a Turko- Russian alliance], once more 

Figure 14: Talaat returning a salute from a guard of honor 

before leaving Istanbul to Livadiya with Ahmed İzzet Pasha, 

May 1914 (Wienbibliothek im Rathaus, Tagblattarchiv).
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there would be revealed how a wolf fraternizes with the lamb!” 
Talaat joked. His paramount wish, as he told Birgen on the jour-
ney back, was to “enter the family of Europe.” There was a basic 
sense of alienation. Belonging to Europe “would assure us the 
entrance into the European states’ rule of law. Presently, if there 
is something like a rule of law, it is only for Europeans. We, like 
Asians, Africans, and Australians, are anyway people outside 
of and alien to Europe. The main principles of the rule of law 
are not [acknowledged as] valid for us. . . . See the annoyance, 
wherever we turn and apply, nobody turns his face to us.”152

Talaat made a fundamentally true, highly relevant point. 
But he was to use it, above all, to justify radical politics and 
not to build up— if modestly— something new and better that 
his people could call their own. The CUP wanted to be fully 
sovereign and conserve its own system of values and histori-
cal myths, thus actually demarcating itself from the “family of 
Europe” to which it aspired to belong. The CUP is best under-
stood by observing its relations with Europe and a West with 
which it wanted to be equal, instead of feeling depressingly 
inferior in terms of hard and soft power. Thus, the CUP felt 
alienated, disrespected, and full of self- pity. If, as a result, its 
fundamental structure of action was resentment and defensive-
ness, these actions mirrored and anticipated the faults, failures, 
and dark sides of contemporary Europe. There was leverage 
for— and confidence in— proactive, daredevil steps since the 
CUP’s successful coup and the recovery of Edirne.

Talaat was back in Istanbul, when on 14 May 1914 the new 
parliament opened. It lacked oppositional forces. “This is a 
triumph for Union and Progress. The chamber of deputies is 
entirely composed by its creatures,” Rambert noted. In the new, 
now manifest framework of a single- party regime, the commit-
tee continued to deliberate and to make decisions in concert 
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with the parliament and the cabinet. An experienced minister 
in the government, Talaat presented his opinions to the gov-
ernment as though they were those of the committee; to the 
committee his decisions were presented as having been condi-
tioned by the constraints of the government. The result of this 
duplicity was that nobody could resist his main decisions. In 
contrast to four years earlier, he no longer had to fear anything 
from parliamentary discussions.153

Rûm Removal: A Cataclysmic Success

The other option in spring 1914 was not peaceful but cataclys-
mic. It followed the conviction that chaos led to new constella-
tions from which hitherto disadvantaged groups could profit. 
Obviously, it considered life a fight and believed that war neces-
sarily reproduced itself in the struggles for survival and power. 
Social Darwinist convictions were the zeitgeist in Europe’s era 
of high imperialism, coinciding with the belle epoque, and were 
well entrenched in the CUP. They joined expectations of cata-
clysmic revolutions worldwide.

In contrast to the pacifist strand of socialism, certain revo-
lutionary socialists hoped for world war to trigger a longed- for 
world revolution. Vocal among those welcoming war was the 
German Russian socialist Parvus, who had lived in Istanbul 
since 1910 and had been a co- organizer, with Leon Trotsky, 
of the 1905 Russian Revolution. First in touch with the small 
group of mostly Bulgarian and Armenian socialists, Parvus had 
rapidly sensed where the most promising power dynamics were 
to be found, and he befriended CUP members and Turkists. He 
enriched himself as a dealer of arms and foodstuff during the 
Balkan Wars. Close to the men of the committee and the ideo-
logues of Turkism, he advanced to the informal position of a 
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foreign expert regarding economical issues and published many 
articles in Türk Yurdu and other papers close to the CUP.154

Seen from Istanbul in the first half of 1914, a world war was 
most probable in connection with Turkish- Greek tensions. 
Moreover, confusion reigned in Albania, where anti- European 
protesters again demanded the rule of Turkey. In late spring, 
European diplomacy, particularly Italian and Austrian, was 
therefore on the edge.155 What united Parvus with the CUP 
beyond concrete bargains were resentments against Russia, a 
disdain of so- called comprador bourgeoisie, and war psychol-
ogy. The “liberation of the economy from the yoke of aliens,” 
among whom Ottoman Christians were definitively counted by 
early 1914, was a main goal of the CUP and Turkism. By then, 
not only boycotts but also a largely nonbloody, nonetheless 
coercive and violent onslaught served the plan of ousting the 
Rûm. This kind of domestic “war” risked international implica-
tions, the first being war with Greece. By early June 1914, inter-
national economy and finances reflected the political unrest: 
“Everybody in the commercial world is in a general and pro-
found anxiety.” What aggravated the situation was that in all of 
Europe, “all wellsprings of public credit are extremely tense,” 
financial expert Rambert noted.156

The committee, foremost Talaat, had voted to nominate 
Mahmud Celâl (Bayar) as the CUP secretary of the İzmir 
branch in summer 1913. Nine years younger than Talaat, Celâl 
was a loyal CUP member and nationalist with a marked impe-
rial bias. He wanted to enforce “our rights of rulership against 
oppositional minorities that were our subjects.” Like several 
other young functionaries under Talaat, Celâl personified 
the continuity to Atatürk’s government, whose minister of 
economy he became in 1921.157 Right from the start in 1913, 
Celâl understood his task, as he writes in his memoirs, as “a 
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war of salvation to liberate the Turkish nation from those who 
never were from us and never would be from us”; that is, to 
“Turkify the gâvur [non- Muslim] İzmir”; and in particular “to 
free İzmir’s economy from the anational, treacherous, and mali-
cious [Christian] heads and hands.” Talaat was the architect— 
Celâl the local secret executive— of the expulsion of the Rûm 
to Greece in spring 1914, in which Rahmi, the CUP vali of the 
province of İzmir, and most subordinate district governors con-
nived or actively participated. Particularly active, including for 
an early preparatory report, was Mehmed Reşid, the kaymakam 
of the Karesi district in the east of Edremit, north of İzmir.158

Reşid’s report contains a blend of social frustration and 
nationalist aversion. During an excursion between 29 July and 
7 August 1913, Mehmed Reşid had recorded the state of affairs 
and projected a future without the Rûm. The dream of a mod-
ern administration and infrastructure went hand in hand with 
the establishment of unrestricted Turkish- Muslim domination. 
What Reşid perceived was a polarized image: on the one hand, 
the Rûm, socially envied and viewed less favorably as they were 
prospering in many places, and on the other hand, the good 
Muslims, and— in his view— their state, to be strengthened at 
all cost, because they were subject to exploitation and Chris-
tian intrigues.159 Beyond this picture from summer 1913, there 
was fear in spring 1914 that Greece would actively promote the 
internationalization of problems of coexistence and administra-
tion in a region with many Christians. (Venizelos, prime minis-
ter of Greece since 1910, promoted pan- Aegean Hellenism and 
the “Great Idea” [Megali Idea]— the idea of the restoration of 
Greek rule in parts of Asia Minor.) From such a development, 
a problem such as the Macedonian Question would arise and 
provide a lever, and, as in Macedonia, bandits would be used for 
political purposes. The CUP press emphasized this specter.160
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Talaat, Enver, Celâl, and others held several secret meetings 
in Istanbul in May and June 1914 to organize expulsion through 
doses of terror. A decisive meeting took place in Talaat’s house, 
lasting the entire night, where tangible preparations were made. 
Young CUP officers were to lead squads on the spot. Not all 
cabinet members were informed about the scheme— certainly 
not Cavid, who was again in Europe, nor Hayri.161 Like many 
sensitive documents of the committee, Talaat’s following order 
to Rahmi on 14 May 1914 does not appear in the Ottoman state 
archives (BOA). Its contents are, however, plausible in the light 
of information provided by the perpetrators themselves and 
contemporary firsthand reports: “The Rûm living on İzmir’s 
coasts work day and night to implement their Megali Idea. For 
political reasons, it is necessary to evacuate the Rûm villages 
and to resettle the Rûm living on Anatolia’s coasts . . . If they 
resist, methods of sorts are needed to make them leave by their 
own will.” As a consequence, in fact, “nearly 200,000 Rûm went 
to Greece by June 1914,” Halil writes.162

The expulsion of Aegean Rûm was a terrific success. It was 
paradigmatic, as well, in its management of information, includ-
ing public lies, as in its secret combination of gangs, the army, 
the central government, diplomats, and the central and local 
branches of the CUP. Talaat again appears as the mastermind 
and organizational hub of the whole scheme. Starting in early 
June, he inspected the results of the operation in the regions of 
Edremit, Aydın, and İzmir, where he arrived before mid- June. 
He was satisfied that the ousting had succeeded without degen-
erating into chaos and raising significant resistance. Talaat sent 
a message to Cavid that all was quiet now. Blindly following his 
friend’s information, Cavid published an appeasing article in the 
French newspaper Le Temps on 13 June 1914. On 18 June, Grand 
Vizier Said Halim declared that his vigorous minister Talaat had 
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reestablished order; the previous violence had regrettably, but 
spontaneously and understandably, emerged from the embit-
tered muhacir. In reality, in almost all cases, organized squads 
alongside armed bandits purposely created chaos, looted, and 
sometimes killed.163

For experienced observers, the publicity was flimsy. “In 
reality, they oust[ed] the Greeks,” Rambert noted in his diary 
on 16 June. When, on 18 June, the cabinet invited the ambas-
sadors to send delegates to accompany Talaat and witness 
efforts at calming the population and stopping emigration, 
Rambert simply noted, “They disguise the facts. . . . Nobody 
here [in Istanbul] talks sincerely about what happens.” The 
European powers sent delegates to play lesser parts in the plot, 
which Talaat performed with them in İzmir from 20 June. He 
now felt self- confident enough to play with European diplo-
mats. Alone with Russian consul Andrew Kalmykow and vali 
Rahmi, he confessed, however bluntly, that the “Greeks cannot 
remain. They are forced to leave. They must go.” Looking at him, 
Kalmykow remembered the decisive expression of Talaat’s eyes 
and the resolute tone of his voice.164

Evidently, Talaat failed to inspire confidence in the terrorized 
people, who continued to flee. This move saved the government 
a few precious days; otherwise, war with Greece was impend-
ing. In case of war, the government would go so far as to also 
expel the Rûm from Istanbul, thus again inducing incalculable 
international risks, as Rambert was told. The sultan was moved 
and upset by what a delegation sent by the Rûm Patriarchate 
told him and immediately called Talaat. By now a cold- blooded 
political liar, Talaat swore to the sultan by the name of God 
and the Prophet— according to palace secretary İhsan, an ear 
witness— that all news about persecuted Rûm was malicious 
slander intended to destroy the centuries- old Ottoman state.165
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———

The CUP men of action felt triumph after a success that 
exceeded all expectations. After the oustings in Thrace and on 
the Aegean coast, they were crafty in their demographic engi-
neering, including public euphemism and diplomatic shows. 
Enver Pasha joined Talaat in İzmir at the end of June to inspect 
military exercises. They could savor a crushing victory achieved 
in a secret war along domestic ethnoreligious lines. In fact, the 
removal of the Rûm announced another, even larger dimension 
than that of the Balkan Wars. “The ousting of the Greeks [Rûm] 
exposes Greece to a much bigger danger, because the Greeks 
established in Asia [Minor] count several millions,” much 
more than the muhacir from the Balkans. Turkey henceforth 
pioneered what Rambert already called “an enormous triage of 
nations. This was foreseeable, because among peoples that exit 
a horrible war, hates and vengeances make difficult the com-
mon life on the same territory.”166 Post- 1918 Europe would have 
to face a deterioration of coexistence that most Europeans had 
previously thought to be relegated to another world. But it had 
taken place within the limits of modern Europe, understood 
as a dense interactional space of (in this book’s terminology) 
larger Europe.

In the immediate aftermath of Talaat’s anti- Rûm exploit, the 
unexpected assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand at Sara-
jevo on 28 June 1914 triggered Europe’s July Crisis. This saved 
the wire- pullers in Istanbul from a possible war with Greece 
that could have provoked a general war. On 29 June 1914, Talaat 
was back in the capital, and on 30 June he met with Vramian and 
Armen Garo, his former political friends of the ARF, in order 
to discuss again— in spite of everything that had happened— 
reforms and the issue of the inspectors and their assistants. He 
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was overconfident after the rapid removal of more than 100,000 
people. “I am Bismarck,” he allegedly said with a smile when 
Garo reproached him and his closest friends for being drunk 
with their recent exploits. In Garo’s eyes, Talaat had metamor-
phosed since the coup d’état in January 1913, expressing faith in 
a future policy of Turkification of the Kurds and alluding to the 
possibility of removing the Armenians from Ottoman Armenia. 
“As usual, Talaat was very polite and open,” reads Garo’s mem-
oir of his last meeting with Talaat on 30 June 1914. Yet, “in the 
manner of an overconfident person who makes fun of the other, 
he conjured a satanic smile on his face,” as fundamental dissent 
emerged during the talk.167

Istanbul still envisaged war, after Greece had decreed the 
annexation of the islands. Yet Greece had acquired two new 
American battleships, whereas Turkey had only one via Bra-
zil. It still waited for ships ordered from Britain. Athens had 
reasons to be skeptical at lenient statements from Istanbul in 
early July. If it accepted the removals and integrated the high 
number of Rûm, peace was conceivable but not at all certain in 
the long run.168 The Ottoman government and its broad Turk-
ish public had for a long time, as Rambert put it, “set all their 
hopes on two dreadnoughts, ordered in England. They were 
the instruments of revenge against the Greeks, of the islands’ 
reconquest, and of indisputable superiority of the Turkish navy 
over all small Balkan states. . . . Numbers of troops were massed 
in Macedonia, targeting Salonica.”169

On 6 July 1914, the Ottoman Parliament discussed the 
expulsions, after the Rûm deputy Emmanuil Emmanuilidis 
had presented the appalling facts. Talaat continued his decep-
tion before the deputies. He pretended that spontanous pop-
ular boycotts against non- Muslim merchants had motivated 
many Rûm to emigrate of their own free will. He declared 
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furthermore that the government lacked the money for build-
ing new villages for the muhacir, hence the need to settle them 
in Rûm villages. He even insisted on the fact that if he had sent 
them to the deserts of Syria and Iraq, as he did a year later with 
the Armenians, they all would have died. The misery of the 
muhacir thus served as the main justification for the removal of 
the Rûm.170 The Ottoman press covered Talaat’s multiple deni-
als of any wrongdoing by the central government in May and 
June 1914. After the discussion on 6 July, it attacked Emmanuil 
Emmanuilidis to undermine his credibility; the newspaper Le 
Jeune- Turc, in particular, excelled in doing so.171 Comparatively 
rich in topics, this Istanbul- based, Zionist- sponsored news-
paper was devotedly pro- CUP and flattered “His Excellency 
Talaat Bey” almost daily.

On 13 July, Talaat assigned Mehmed Reşid to be Inspector 
General Hoff ’s Ottoman assistant, with the rank of vali, in Van. 
With his virulent resentments against Ottoman Christians, 
Reşid would surely not be a constructive collaborator in the 
reforms for Eastern Asia Minor. Reşid, a cofounder of the CUP, 
had become a Turkist hard- liner during the Balkan Wars, and a 
declared and committed hater of Rûm, though not yet explicity 
of Armenians.172
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Total- War Gamble, Domestic 

Demolition, Biased Nation Building

For Istanbul, the murder of Franz Ferdinand, heir to the 
Austro- Hungarian throne, was not the decisive event that it 
was for late belle epoque Europe. In the Ottoman capital, there 
was familiarity with wars, crises, and political assassinations. 
What changed in Ottoman perception was that Europe, too, 
now seemed to have comparable times ahead. The misdeed in 
Sarajevo appeared familiar to Istanbul, and its context, the ex- 
Ottoman Balkans, was terra cognita for a CUP rooted there.

In contrast, all of Europe was immediately deeply shaken. 
The assassination had “colossal repercussions in all of Europe,” 
Rambert wrote on 29 June 1914. Since the Balkan Wars, 
Europe, in particular Austria, had been nervous regarding 
the political affairs in Southeastern Europe. By 5 July 1914, the 
stock exchanges had reached a record low. Many feared a gen-
eral war, but scarcely anybody would have imagined a world 
war lasting several years. Ill for three weeks, Rambert began 
to recover and to reorient himself politically on 1 August. He 
was simply horrified by a diplomacy whose “threatening tone 
destroys all hope of preserving peace.” The murder of Jean 
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Jaurès, French socialist and antimilitarist member of parlia-
ment, shocked him as a frequent visitor to Paris and one deeply 
critical of French chauvinism. “One must face that an epidemic 
of madness infests the world.”1

As far as political gambling in times of crisis and war is con-
cerned, the players in Istanbul were more audacious and hard- 
boiled than most European politicians. By early summer 1914, 
Talaat was the strong figure in the government and the com-
mittee. Among most Muslims in the country, the CUP enjoyed 
the prestige of winners, and its domestic power had tightened 
since the 1913 putsch, the repression of summer 1913, the recov-
ery of Edirne, and the recent success of population removal 
in favor of Muslim migrants. Thus, a huge contrast existed in 
this situation in summer 1912. Talaat’s partnership with Enver 
Pasha, minister of war since January 1914, was essential for the 
hold on the army and Islamist circles. Still in a strong position, 
Cemal had left Istanbul at the end of June 1914 for a visit in 
France. There he sought an alliance, but to no avail. In Novem-
ber, he was sent to rule over Syria and to lead the reconquest 
of Egypt.

Though improved since the aftermath of Edirne’s recovery, 
Turkey’s international standing was still weak. Europe’s July Cri-
sis offered the opportunity to change established constellations 
and put Turkey’s full strategical weight in the balance. Talaat 
and the committee appeared inclined to the Entente after 1908, 
and, according to Cavid’s letter to Churchill, particularly so 
after the Italian invasion of Ottoman Libya. The militant nation-
alist recalibration in 1912– 13 foreclosed this option, although 
Russia showed some openness during Talaat’s visit in Livadiya. 
Yet, there had been a marked turn to Germany already in 1910, 
in- line with former Hamidian choices and German support for 
the CUP since 1909. British foreign policy and its embassy in 
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Istanbul had remained consistently reluctant. Germany’s sea-
soned ambassador von Bieberstein, in contrast, had known how 
to build up relations with the CUP after 1908. Germany’s new 
minister, Hans von Wangenheim, was clearly sympathetic with 
and even fascinated by the CUP men of action. Since summer 
1913, Germany was the most plausible partner, but still far from 
disposed to an alliance.

After mid- July 1914, a few leading men of the “komiteci gov-
ernment” (the executive complex of cabinet and committee) 
tried their luck and won: nervous Germany accepted the offer 
of an alliance that Austria, challenged by Serbia, already wanted. 
Istanbul’s backing tipped the scales, emboldening Austria and 
Germany in late July when general war was possible but not 
yet real. As a consequence, all issues of the Eastern Question 
were now implicitly part of the imminent, more inevitable gen-
eral war. The spirits were high in Istanbul among the very few 
who knew about the secret treaty that concluded on 2 August. 
Those around them caught the spirit without knowing the 
facts. Immediately, irregular warfare was prepared in the East. It 
started in September 1914 with raids into the Russian Caucasus 
and Russian- controlled Northern Iran and made use of jihad 
even before the jihad declaration of 14 November. This declara-
tion intensified the practice and jihad’s rhetorical use, the main 
agents of which were imam (mosque leaders employed by the 
sheykhulislam administration).2 Regular Ottoman war began 
in November.

The German- Ottoman alliance was a product of haste and a 
sense of emergency, a gamble on both sides, although the sphere 
of war psychology and politics was less familiar to belle epoque 
Germany than to the komiteci government. The German 
Empire, an unfinished constitutional democracy that had tot-
tered since the July Crisis, had more to lose. A nerve- wracking, 
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make- or- break war ensued, lasting from August 1914 to fall 1918. 
The common war had a profound impact on the destinies of 
both countries in the twentieth century, each depending on 
the other in a mutual gamble. They shared a determined hope 
for victory, and even a planned, common postwar future, but 
largely lacked common fundamentals and basic mutual confi-
dence beyond anti- Entente rhetoric.

World war and a pervasive war psychology offered Talaat 
room to maneuver, which had been unthinkable before July 
1914. He made skillful use of the new opportunities internation-
ally and domestically, and in a continuous bargain with Ger-
many. In contrast to the European theater, war and victory were 
terms that Talaat also directly related to a domestic agenda. In 
the end, he succeeded in laying the foundation of an ethnore-
ligiously cleansed authoritarian state in Asia Minor— despite 
defeat. Germany, in contrast, fell deeper. For Germany in 1918, 
temporary democracy after defeat would not suffice to survive 
the quagmire resulting from the war.

The high Ottoman spirits of early August 1914 gave in to seri-
ous disenchantment when confronted with German pressure 
for rapid military action, and to depression in winter 1914– 15, 
when faced with a series of defeats in the Caucasus, Northern 
Iran, Southern Iraq, and the Sinai. At the same time, the govern-
ment struggled with broad desertions in general and guerilla 
resistance in Eastern Asia Minor in particular. There the reform 
was annulled, and Islamist (less Turkist than in the capital) war 
propaganda proved divisive. From August 1914 onward, requisi-
tions hit Christians overproportionally. After the heavy losses 
of the Sarıkamış campaign and the brutalization of a warfare in 
the East that included irregulars, the terrain was deeply polar-
ized and ready for radical action in late winter 1915— if ever cen-
tral rule chose to implement such action.
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As discussed in chapter 1, Talaat was in top form from April 
1915. While victories at the fronts were scarce and reconquest 
nonexistent, he pushed again for a crushing “victory” within, 
as in spring 1914 with the Rûm and Greece. Now radically anti- 
Armenian, he finished off once and for all the Ottoman social 
fabric and an ethnoreligious intercommunality that, even if pre-
carious, had briefly flourished again after 1908. He claimed to 
have erased a thorny issue within the Eastern Question, if not 
the Eastern Question itself, and to serve the future of Muslims 
in general and Asia Minor in particular. Muslims in Asia Minor 
were his nation in the making, to which his ministry systemati-
cally transferred the assets of those killed or removed in 1915– 16. 
Armenians, Assyrians, and Rûm were targeted, although not in 
the same way and degree, or according to the same timetable.

The destruction of Asia Minor’s Christians was the most 
momentous, trenchant, and elaborate act of Talaat’s political 
life. As the brain behind this destruction, he put several minis-
tries, the CUP networks, and all coercive means of the empire 
and stigmatizing propaganda at its service, while simultane-
ously unleashing intrasocietal violence, notorious since the 
1895 massacres. Openly hailed as a jihad locally, such violence 
characterized mass crimes against Armenian and Assyrian 
Christians, not only in Eastern Asia Minor but also in Northern 
Syria, involving even slave markets for Christian children and 
women in towns in Mesopotamia.

Although genocide and its impact on Turkey as a whole 
were not linearly determined from August 1914, it was strongly 
embedded in the logic and spirit of war, then unleashed. After a 
journey through Asia Minor in early 1918, Hamid Kapancızâde, 
a high functionary under Talaat— quoted already several times 
in this study— who was referred to as “Deli” (Crazy) for his 
directness, concluded, “The government had preferred war to 
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the life of the [Ottoman] nation. . . . The most productive parts 
of Anatolia were now turned to desert. The remaining people 
were condemned to starvation. The misery and wretchedness 
that we saw during our travel was beyond description and 
imagination.”3

European War: “End and Revenge” 

of the Eastern Question?

Talaat, Enver, Said Halim, and Halil— an ad hoc group of 
in siders, or “action party” (as Wangenheim called them), within 
the committee government— used the momentum created by 
the July Crisis to persuade a European Great power to form 
an alliance. They realized by mid- July the clear Austrian wish 
for and need of an alliance in view of the new hot spot in the 
Balkans, and of the harsh steps Austria desired. Said Halim’s 
meeting with Wangenheim resembled a cautious first approach 
toward an alliance, without urgency. On 19 July, however, 
Talaat himself put the German ambassador Wangenheim into 
 zugzwang when he gently threatened an alliance with Russia.4

Said Halim, Talaat, and Enver put the Austrian ambassador 
Johann Markgraf von Pallavicini under even more compulsion 
on 20 July 1914. They not only stressed Ottoman capacity to 
support the Triple Alliance and the ability to instigate Muslim 
rebellion in Russia, in particular in Azerbaijan, but they also 
encouraged Austria to profit from the present and, presumably, 
last chance to give Serbia a military lesson. They pressured Ger-
many to join Austria in order to intimidate Russia. Talaat prob-
ably again chose to use Enver as his front man to achieve the 
alliance, because, politically, “Enver could not do anything [by 
himself ] if not together with Talaat,” as Cavid put it.5 When 
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Enver proposed an alliance to Wangenheim on 22 July 1914, 
the latter still reacted reservedly, as had every European diplo-
mat when faced with similar Ottoman requests. Yet during the 
march on 23 July, the national holiday of the 1908 revolution, 
Wangenheim hinted at possible benefits of a Turkish- German 
alliance, according to Cemal. After reading Wangenheim’s 
report, Emperor Wilhelm signaled on 24 July, a day after the 
Austrian ultimatum to Serbia, that Germany might henceforth 
need every gun.6

The Ottoman offer was therefore answered positively, the 
conditions negotiated, and the secret treaty signed on Sunday, 
2 August. That morning, Cavid suddenly entered the grand 
vizier’s mansion for a different affair and listened to Said Halim, 
who loudly read the unsigned treaty. All except Cavid were 
overjoyed that at long last, they had concluded an alliance with 
a European Great power. Talaat was ready to enter war, loyal to 
the letter of the alliance treaty, as he openly stated in his 1919 
apologia. Talking in the evening in Enver’s house, Cavid felt that 
“neither Talaat nor Halil had completely understood the treaty 
that they had decided to sign.” On 4 August, Talaat instructed 
the Ottoman delegates of the Greek- Ottoman commission for 
population exchange to abstain from any decision.7 War prom-
ised new horizons.

Partly on Cavid’s insistence, on 6 August 1914 Wangenheim 
accepted six far- reaching new conditions added to the 2 August 
treaty. The same day, the cabinet allowed two German warships 
to enter the Dardanelles— a dangerous step in terms of neutral-
ity. Among the added conditions were Germany’s “help for the 
abrogation of the Capitulations,” the recovery of the islands in 
the case of successful war with Greece, a German guarantee 
for Ottoman territorial integrity, and “a small correction” of 
Turkey’s “eastern border, which shall place Turkey into direct 
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contact with the Muslims of Russia.” The last item was highly 
sensitive with regard to the Armenians living in the region. On 
5 August, Enver visited the Russian military attaché, suggesting 
a Turkish- Russian alliance. The move connected with Talaat’s 
proposal of May and served to mask the secret alliance with 
Germany.8

Intense war propaganda manifested the will to— and deci-
sion for— war. It began in early August, with the CUP news-
paper Tanin at the forefront. The propaganda was Islamist 
and pan- Turkist. It promised the rightful, vengeful uprising of 
Islam, restorative and expansive conquest, and the emergence 
of Turan. In a poem in Tanin on 8 August, Gökalp wrote, “The 
lands of the enemy will be ruined! / Turkey will grow and 
become Turan!” Militarily censored from 7 August, the whole 
press followed a pro- German line. Again and again, Tanin 
burst in schadenfreude. Under the telling title of “The Turk’s 
Malediction,” its 9 August edition welcomed intra- European 
carnage, because Europe was made responsible for Ottoman 
problems, while simultaneously identifying the “we” (of the 
CUP and Turkey) with Islam in general. Divine justice was 
being implemented; the Turks’ woe worked. Gökalp led the 
anti- European schadenfreude chorus in his poem “Kızıl Des-
tan” (Red Epic) of 8 August: “The land of civilization will be 
red blood! / Each of its regions will be a new Balkan!” For the 
CUP prophet Gökalp, jihad had already started, as he wrote 
on 9 August 1914: “God’s will / sprang from the people / We 
proclaimed the jihad, / God is great.”9

The government stood under German pressure to provide 
military capacity and to enter the war as soon as possible, as the 
treaty demanded and the “action party” was well aware. Partial 
mobilization began on 1 August and general mobilization on 
3 August. Big red posters in the streets called all men between 
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nineteen and forty- five to enlist. The scheme emulated Ger-
man standards, enjoyed the support of German officers, and 
was unprecedented in its extent. It included far- reaching req-
uisitions. Preparation for the mobilization had actually started 
in the last days of July, three and a half months before official 
entrance into war and the declaration of jihad on 14 Novem-
ber 1914. Over the next four years, the Ottoman Empire con-
scripted some 3 million men. About a quarter of them died in 
combat and of disease, half a million deserted, and approxi-
mately 250,000 were captured and taken prisoner.10

The markedly anti- Entente stance right from the start was 
fueled by the confiscation on 1 August— shortly before their 
long- expected delivery— of two Ottoman warships that had 
been purchased in Britain. The same day, Wangenheim and 
Enver agreed that the modern German battle cruiser Goeben 
would be an excellent enhancement of Istanbul’s anti- Russian 
offensive strength. By mid- August, this and another German 
warship, both of which had escaped British pursuit, were inte-
grated into the Ottoman navy, the bigger of them renamed as— 
what else?— Yavuz Sultan Selim (see chap. 1, sec. “Married with 
a Cause”). The German commander and crew did not change, 
but they wore Ottoman uniforms. The British confiscation of 
the aforementioned Ottoman warships on 1 August inspired 
Enver and Talaat to requisition foreign merchandise.11

In a letter on 15 August 1914 to Enver, Churchill, First Lord 
of the Admiralty, expressed the “personal regard I have for you, 
Talaat, and Djavid and the admiration with which I have fol-
lowed your career from our first meeting.” These “words of 
friendship,” the letter continued, should motivate Turkey to 
maintain neutrality, because its author knew nothing about the 
compelling alliance of 2 August. This, and his confiscation of 
the battleships, made Churchill’s advances illusory. The belle 
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epoque space of mutual communication had definitively col-
lapsed. Frustrated, without an answer from the CUP leaders, 
Churchill quickly turned angry and bellicose. In a cabinet meet-
ing on 17 August, he already spoke of “sending a flotilla through 
the Dardanelles.”12

Leading CUP luminaries were more bellicose. Officially, 
the Ottoman government declared armed neutrality; in real-
ity, it prepared to wage war as soon as possible. Therefore it 
started, in early August, to stage a guerilla war in the Russian 
Caucasus and invited the ARF, its former ally, to join it. Also, in 
Western Asia Minor, a marked spirit of war prevailed, and war 
was hastily prepared.13 The ARF, which met at its Seventh Con-
gress in Erzurum from late July, was approached by committee 
delegates but balked at these plans and stated that all Arme-
nians should remain loyal to the country in which they lived. 
Attempts at insurrection in the Caucasus without the ARF 

Figure 15: Kaiser Wilhelm on board the battle cruiser Yavuz Selim 

during a visit in the Ottoman capital in October 1917 (© akg- images, 

Berlin, Sammlung Archiv für Kunst und Geschichte).
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nonetheless soon began. Armenian reservation and  Cavid’s 
staunch criticism of the alliance attenuated some of Talaat’s war 
enthusiasm by mid- August: “Talaat no longer shows any trace 
of his former fervor and fire [for immediate war].” Still, as fresh 
partners of Germany, he and the leading committeemen had 
won an unequaled self- assurance and confidence.14

For connoisseur of political Istanbul Rambert, who also lis-
tened to public prayers, three things appeared clear in August 
1914: (1) Turkey was actively preparing for war; (2) it stood 
definitively on Germany’s side; and (3) Enver was willing to 
“commit the big mistake of an untimely attack on the Rus-
sian Empire.” Like anybody else, Rambert knew nothing of 
the secret treaty and therefore hoped in vain for a defensive 
but neutral coalition of Turkey and the Balkan states, includ-
ing Greece, to fight against any change of the status quo by an 
aggressor.15 In contrast, a few leading men— again, not the 
whole committee government— were now set exclusively on 
the alliance with Germany and wanted altercation in the Bal-
kans. Yet Talaat tried in vain to draw the Bulgarian ambassador 
to his side. His and Halil’s travels to Bulgaria and Romania failed 
to persuade their neighbors toward a common war. In contrast 
to what Rambert hoped, and to Cavid’s insistence on neutral-
ity, Talaat embraced the transformative possibilities offered by 
a general war. Obeying German strategy and his own desire for 
recoveries in the Balkans, he wanted Bulgaria and Romania to 
join in warring against Greece, Serbia, and Russia. Yet, on this 
issue, he returned frustrated in early September.16

These first frustrations could be compensated for domesti-
cally. Talaat used his new leeway and a burgeoning sovereignty 
in interior affairs to achieve major CUP goals in September. He 
abrogated the Capitulations, prohibited foreign postal services, 
canceled Lebanon’s autonomy, and suspended (later annulled) 
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the reform agreement of 8 February 1914. Although he had not 
agreed on this last point, Wangenheim remained silent because 
he was anxiously and exclusively fixated on the war effort. The 
abrogation of the Capitulations was also a plausible move to a 
neutral and distant observer, even if it was not in his personal 
interest. “They have failed [regarding the Balkans] to give Tur-
key all inherent warranties. . . . Why should the Capitulations 
be more sacred than the other diplomatic obligations?” Ram-
bert asked two days before actual abrogation, referring to recent 
changes on the political map caused by the Balkan Wars.17

Although the additions of 6 August 1914 to the alliance treaty 
accepted the annulment of the Capitulations, on 9 September 
Wangenheim lost his countenance and panicked when faced 
with the Porte’s unilateral abrogation. He approached Cavid 
“with crazy gestures without composure. I thought I was facing 
a mad dog. He did not speak but bayed.” Wangenheim’s basic 
anger was that Turkey still did not have joint active war but 
had already reaped fruits from the secret treaty. He felt abused, 
because since mid- August, he had asked Berlin for patience. 
On 9 September, he reported emotionally and wrongly to Ber-
lin that he had limited himself “to a prudent protest” and that 
a “criminal” intrigue by the Entente stood behind the abroga-
tion. Inconsistently, on the same day he expressed to Cavid his 
fear of harsh reactions by the other powers. For Talaat and the 
whole government, the step was an immense success in terms 
of popularity and their self- representation as national saviors. 
A crowd of about sixty thousand demonstrated its joy on the 
central Sultanahmet Square.18

Wangenheim was under pressure from Berlin but faced 
reluctance in Istanbul.19 The war had progressed worse than 
hoped for. He feared losing Turkey to neutrality or even to 
the Entente. Berlin expected him to succeed in bringing about 
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decisive change by introducing Turkey into war. In this respect, 
Cavid was not wrong to accuse Germany throughout his diary 
of having dragged Turkey into war. Yet he lacked critical dis-
tance: Talaat, his friend, implicit boss, and leader of Ottoman 
politics, had foremost advocated war; responsibility could 
therefore not be thrown on German generals and diplomats 
alone. Talaat was not less war- prone than Enver, but he pre-
ferred to let Enver be the figurehead of advocacy for active war 
and Germanophilia in Istanbul. Cavid noted, after a talk with 
Talaat on 6 September 1914, “I said that I saw no interest at all 
now in making war against Russia, but Talaat, not less than 
Enver, wants to do so, even if without the Bulgarians!” In com-
munication with Wangenheim two days later, Talaat, “even if 
bellicose, [still] expected the results” of additional negotiations 
with Bulgaria.20

Istanbul’s will to active war was felt throughout the empire 
from early August 1914, but by outsiders of the CUP often 
wrongly attributed to Enver alone. In a letter on 16 August 
1914, Daniel Thom, a longtime American missionary physician 
in Mardin, south of Diyarbekir, described the altered situation 
in his region, which mirrored those of many others in Eastern 
Asia Minor: “The government has robbed the city, and the 
country around, of its men, of its animals, of its money, leaving 
the threshing floors loaded down with a richer harvest than has 
ever been laid upon, to rot where they are, for lack of men and 
beasts to tread them out and care for them. The millions that 
will be lost to the people and the government cannot be esti-
mated. Such suicidal conduct of a government I have not seen, 
during this variegated life I have lived. . . . Poor Turkey, poor 
Turkey, going it blindly, with a man at the head of the army, 
whose name is LIGHT [Enver], but he has certainly turned on 
the dark slide on his lantern, and is rushing headlong, pell- mell 
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over the precipice, to sure destruction; was there ever such 
blindness?”21

Hasan Tahsin (Uzer), the vali of Van, described in similar 
though politer terms the economic situation in his province. 
Van, too, was fully hit by requisition, mobilization, and the 
challenge to feed those mobilized. In his telegram in mid- 
September to his superior (Talaat), he demanded financial sup-
port and asked about the general political situation, although 
he got straight to the center’s decision for war: “The state of 
affairs prove that you have decided in favor of war. May God 
give success and victory.” Talaat’s answer was straightforward as 
well: “We wait for the opportune moment.” This young and still 
quite candid high functionary praised the loyalty, support, and 
goodwill of the Armenians in his province. The mobilization 
“was completed as in the German army.” He was proud to have 
prepared “30,000 men and 7,000 horses” for, as he was made to 
believe, imminent war. He drew a rosy picture of pro- Istanbul 
sympathies, even in Northern Iran, along with unrest in Russian 
Azerbaijan. “Our paramilitary forces [çetelerimiz] have been 
equipped from head to toe, given 1,000 pounds, and sent to the 
border,” he wrote to his superior in mid- September.22

Tahsin Uzer, one of Enver’s cousins who had grown up in 
Salonica, was— before 1915— an upright, incorrupt CUP rep-
resentative. As governor of Van, he demonstrated real and suc-
cessful commitment for the benefit of his province. He showed 
his own initiative repeatedly, communicated with all groups in 
the region, and was fully loyal to his superior. In critical times, 
Talaat could ask him to “sit always before the machine [tele-
graph], and to stay always in contact and communication.” Yet, 
true to a CUP self- concept of exclusive, imperially biased rule 
that did not cope with late Ottoman failures, he had detested 
welcoming Inspector General Hoff into his province in early 
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August 1914 and hastened the latter’s departure. He belonged, 
like Mahmud Celâl (Bayar) and Mustafa Abdülhalik (Renda), 
Talaat’s brother- in- law, to a group of Talaat’s well- educated 
young men who became instruments of the regime’s domestic 
policy and again reached high positions under Mustafa Kemal 
Atatürk in the 1920s.23 This young elite was comprised of proud 
patriots who were convinced by Istanbul’s outlook on history 
and world affairs, as propagated by the CUP press. Few doubts 
haunted them.

In an editorial in early September 1914, the CUP paper Tanin 
interpreted the turn to general war as the consequence of a 
European policy in the Balkans that had not been appreciative 
enough of Turkey’s “loyal and docile watchman’s duty” in that 
region. According to the writer, Talaat’s mouthpiece, Europe 
succeeded in transforming the Balkans but not in maintaining 
a balance of power. It therefore “tumbled vertiginously down 
into the abyss of catastrophe within two short years. If there is 
a moral to recognize in nature and history, we can state that in 
this way the Eastern Question has very easily and remarkably 
taken vengeance against Europe and those who are the instru-
ments of Europe.” Tanin’s quasi- official comment not only took 
an overconfident position against Europe— and, particularly, 
Ottoman supporters of the reform plan— but offered proof of 
a fundamental Ottoman ambition: to end, once and for all, as 
it stated, the European- made “sinister” Eastern Question itself.

Since autumn 1913, the Armenian Question had been the 
most salient element of the Eastern Question. The editorial 
foretold that the Eastern Question “will be removed to history 
at the end of this war together with the era that ends in 1914. A 
new era will start after the war for Europe and the whole world; 
it will not see again an Eastern Question. Since it is not yet 
possible to determine how this will be resolved, let us only say 



196 C h a p t e r  5

this: Among the foreigners who see that we take up arms, there 
are a number [e.g., Rambert] who ask us sometimes why we 
bear such great expenses. They want to reproach us that we take 
action without sufficient preparation; they even opine that we 
have made a partisan decision. We believe that these individuals 
do not know history well. The shortest and categorical answer 
that we can give them, and that forbids any response, is this 
one: the Eastern Question is being resolved!”24

For Turan’s Sake, by German Will: 

Attack instead of Reform

From early August, the insiders in the committee, includ-
ing the ministers of war and the interior, prepared for war by 
mobilization and requisitions, but before the official declara-
tion of war in November, they also waged a clandestine cam-
paign in the Russian Caucasus and Northern Iran. Although 
Enver was at the forefront, Talaat was involved in leading this 
early scheme of irregular aggression. Close communication 
with governors and leaders of the Special Organization (SO), 
along with continuous access to military information, suggests 
that Talaat possessed a better survey of the whole situation in 
the East than did Enver. Therefore, it might come as only a 
momentary surprise that the military records, including SO 
archives in Ankara (in the ATASE), contain rich correspon-
dence from or to Talaat.25

Besides overstrung neoimperial goals originating from 
a pan- ideology, world war at Germany’s side offered the 
opportunity to abolish not only the reform plan but even 
the conditions on the ground for this plan. World war prom-
ised, moreover, the chance to revise the outcome of the 1878 
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Berlin Treaty with regard to the Southern Caucasus, that is, 
the restoration of the provinces of Kars, Ardahan, and Batumi 
to Ottoman rule.

A strategy that had been germinating since early August 
looked genial at first sight: to combine the new naval strength 
in the Black Sea with insurrectional warfare behind the lines, 
including jihad, and an offensive by the Erzurum- based Third 
Army for an anti- Russian breakthrough in the Southern Cau-
casus. Germany would contribute with experts, weapons, and 
money. A parallel offensive into Northern Iran would support 
the Caucasian campaign and ensure Ottoman dominance in 
the whole contiguous region. An expeditionary force would 
advance even more to the East, to Turan. Due to the weakness 
of Iran’s central government, Northern Iran stood under Rus-
sian influence according to the Anglo- Russian Entente that had 
settled (in 1907) the so- called Great Game between Russia and 
Britain in Central Asia.

A notice by Gottlieb von Jagow, secretary of state at the Ger-
man Foreign Office, to Wangenheim on 3 August 1914, saying 
that “revolutionizing Caucasus would be desired,” clarified Ger-
man expectations right after the conclusion of the alliance. The 
same evening, the Central Committee decided to use the SO 
and related paramilitary forces to spy on and organize violence 
within the enemy’s territory, following the example of West-
ern Thrace in late 1913.26 From early August, Wangenheim was 
excited and impatient to see Turkish action. He put great hopes 
on irregular anti- Russian violence. He even gave exaggerated 
news to the Foreign Office, saying on 6 August that “the revo-
lutionizing of Muslims in Caucasus is up and running.”27 What 
was true was that emissaries from Istanbul had already been 
sent to this effect. Jihad and the SO appeared as putative won-
der weapons.
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Wangenheim understood by mid- August that at least the 
regular army needed time for more preparation. After initial 
reluctance in late July, he was now fully committed to war in 
alliance with Turkey. Until July 1914, though poorly informed 
and not fully convinced, he had pursued a peaceful prosperity 
of German- Turkish- Armenian relations based on reform, mili-
tary cooperation, cultural influence, and economic penetra-
tion in relation to the Baghdad Railway (Bagdadbahn) project. 
As late as 31 July 1914, he believed— rather quixotically— that 
Germany and Great Britain would “become allies with regard 
to the defense of Armenia.”28 The ambitious ambassador 
had plausible reason to hope for the post of German foreign 
minister after a successful ministry in the diplomatic hub of 
Istanbul.

Bahaeddin Şakir arrived in Erzurum around 8 August to 
organize and lead the SO on the ground. Now focusing on the 
Caucasus, he connected the mission goals with his own pre- 
1908 Islamist, anti- Armenian propaganda toward the Caucasus. 
As CUP emissaries, Şakir, Ömer Naci, and Filipeli Hilmi first 
met with delegates of the aforementioned ARF Congress. The 
SO leaders had brought with them “several scores of Caucasian 
and Persian agents. Their aim was to organize an anti- Russian 
propaganda campaign and struggle in the Caucasus and North-
ern Persia. Their program involved the total mobilization of 
the eastern provinces,” Simon Vratzian, an ARF delegate at 
the congress, reported.29 No less than to Rambert, who was in 
the capital by mid- August, it was clear to Armenian delegates 
in Erzurum that the decisive leaders of Turkey wanted anti- 
Russian war without delay. Moreover, Sempad Saadetian, the 
Armenian prelate in Erzurum, wrote on 14 August to his patri-
arch in Istanbul that “there is no doubt that these military prep-
arations are being made in anticipation of a war with Russia.”30
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In early September, Şakir reported to Talaat that the prepara-
tions had progressed well and that several cross- border raids had 
already succeeded. The Russian army refrained from retaliation 
until late October.31 Composed of tribes, released prisoners, 
and local Muslims, the SO was markedly Muslim, even if it had 
persuaded a few Christian Georgians to join and a few German 
officers were actively involved. Its ideology was pan- Islamist 
and pan- Turkist, its concrete motivation often prosaically mate-
rial, that is, spoliation for its own livelihood, since Talaat did 
not send Şakir the means that he repeatedly requested. In his 
reports to Talaat, Şakir presented the Armenians as enemies 
and pretended that Russia had promised them a principality 
consisting of parts of the eastern provinces and the Southern 
Caucasus— if they collaborated. By mid- September, Ömer 
Naci reported via Tahsin that the organization for Northern 
Iran was also ready. Yet the supply of the army in Eastern Ana-
tolia was a mess that depressed the soldiers. Like Tahsin, Naci 
thought that the regional Armenians were sympathetic. Talaat, 
however, followed Şakir’s clearly anti- Armenian line and wel-
tanschauung. He offered him the governship of Erzurum, yet 
Şakir preferred to head the SO for his project of conquest.32

Talaat communicated closely with the SO leaders, the army, 
and his governors. He was well informed and deeply involved 
in the SO and military matters— much more than was usual 
for a normal minister of the interior. He controlled and influ-
enced them via his committee friend Şakir and the members 
of his province administration. It clearly appears from the SO 
correspondence with Talaat (now largely available in the docu-
mentation of the Ministry of the Interior in the Ottoman state 
archives), that contrary to widespread traditional belief, Talaat 
was as much in command as Enver, and in equally close com-
munication with the SO.
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In a telegram on 6 September to Ömer Naci, Talaat spoke 
of a beginning invasion in Iran that should cast out all Russian 
forces, but remarked that Azerbaijan still lacked revolutionary 
(Islamist/Turkist) organization.33 A fever of conquest and com-
petition had spread among ambitious patriots who wanted to 
play a leading role in the scheme of conquest. “In a time when 
the fatherland is most in need, do not leave Tahsin jobless,” 
Governor Tahsin wrote to Talaat. “For the paperwork of the 
province, I can leave behind the secretary as my deputy. . . . Let 
me occupy and rule Azerbaijan.”34 In a similar surge of limitless 
“patriotism,” he proposed a great jihad of all Muslims against 
Great Britain at the end of September, well before the declara-
tion of jihad by Sheykhulislam Hayri on 14 November, because 
of Great Britain’s dishonorable “will to destroy us.”35 By Novem-
ber 1914, Talaat’s committee brother Şakir headed the whole SO 
(until then divided) for the Caucasus, which then took the name 
of the Revolutionary Committee of the Caucasus.36

Talaat’s commitment to the scheme of revolution and con-
quest went hand in hand with the consolidation of a sweeping 
anti- Armenian attitude. On 6 September, for the first time, he 
ordered comprehensive measures against the Armenian leader-
ship in large parts of the country: “The local leaders and instiga-
tors of the Armenian political parties pursue ever political aims 
and do not abstain from spreading evil and abominable deeds 
against the Ottomans and Ottomanity [Osmanlılık]. They must 
be surveilled and, as soon as required and ordered, be arrested.” 
The use of such harsh and sweeping language with regard to 
the Armenians was new for Talaat. It recalled anti- Armenian 
discourse of the 1890s under Sultan Abdulhamid but was now 
categorical and concerned almost the whole empire, thus pre-
figuring Talaat’s 24 April 1915 circulars. Osmanlılık no longer 
meant suprareligious Ottoman communality, as in 1908, but only 
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Ottoman Muslims. Talaat signed this 6 September 1914 circular 
himself from the Directorate for General Security (a section of 
the Ministry of the Interior), and it was sent to the governors of 
Hüdâvendigâr, İzmit, Canik, Edirne, Adana, Aleppo, Erzurum, 
Bitlis, Van, Sivas, Mamuretülaziz, and Diyarbekir.37 Henceforth, 
it was not only the governors in the East who were on standby 
for a comprehensive anti- Armenian policy.

In his memoir, the Austrian military attaché Pomiankowski 
hints at the link between Talaat’s will to war at Germany’s side 
and his desire to eliminate the Armenian Question and the 
reform plan. Following the example of the displacement of 
the Rûm, he may have even thought already of a giant removal 
or “amputation” (as Pomiankowski put it) if reconquest and 
expansion in the East failed.38 The timing in the East in August– 
September 1914 is relevant, because it proves Talaat and Enver’s 
proactive war policy. A narrative, therefore, of mutual armament 
and simultanous guerilla warfare by the SO against Russian- 
sponsored Armenians, and vice versa, lacks decisive accuracy, 
and the tale of an SO countercampaign is simply wrong.39

The fervor to launch war in the Caucasus blended with impa-
tient German expectations, but realities fell short of projects 
and reports. In early September, for example, the Ottoman 
ambassador reported from Berlin that a force of 317,000 men— 
army and SO taken together— stood ready at the frontier to 
invade the Caucasus.40 The attitude of the Russian army was 
defensive, whereas many Armenians hoped for salvation by 
Russia in the case of war. Only in late September, when the 
secret services had learned about the Turkish- German treaty, 
did foreign minister Sazonov acquiesce to Illarion Vorontsov- 
Dashkov, the governor of the Caucasus, arming Armenians and 
establishing volunteer regiments formed by Ottoman Arme-
nians who had fled to Tbilisi. In a letter on 30 August, after 
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a staff memorandum of 29 August on the arming of Ottoman 
Armenians, Sazonov still warned against any anti- Ottoman 
action before a rupture had taken place. He mentioned the lin-
gering chance of a treaty with Turkey.41

The Armenian National Bureau at Tbilisi welcomed 
Vorontsov- Dashkov’s plan for revolt among Armenians in Asia 
Minor. When returning from Tbilisi, emissaries of Zaven Der 
Yeghiayan, the Armenian patriarch in Istanbul, reported a joy-
ful atmosphere that was troubling for Armenians in Istanbul. 
Armenian volunteers were signing up in Tbilisi “to fight against 
the Turks and liberate Turkish Armenia.”42 There, too, imma-
ture political dreams muddled minds. In a novelist’s experi-
mental retrospective, in autumn 1914, Gurgen Mahari— a boy 
of eleven in Van— voiced, shortly after the mid- twentieth cen-
tury, that the “most terrible thing is that Aram and his friends 
approve of the policy carried out by their central committee 
in Tbilisi.” He dared to dissect heroic myths, including about 
Aram Manukian, ARF (Dashnak[tsutiun]) leader in Van: “Their 
so- called great cause was not honest, because the edifice they 
had been building had no foundation, because the builders of 
the cause of ‘national liberation’ had been inefficient: willful-
ness and tyranny had been the two- wheeled chariot which 
Aram called the Dashnak party.”43

Within the Ottoman Empire, many Armenians did not 
diguise their sympathies for the Entente. Emotionally, there 
was already a clear and dangerous front line that traversed most 
parts of both sides of the Eastern frontier from the Black Sea 
to Northern Iran before official war started in November. Still 
comparatively fair- minded, Governor Tahsin reacted to anti- 
Armenian attitudes in neighboring provinces, and to Talaat’s 
anti- Armenian stance itself in a long telegram in early October 
1914. He showed full comprehension of the ARF Congress’s 
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decision, saying that the Ottoman Armenians had to side with 
the Ottoman state but the Caucausian Armenians with Rus-
sia. As Van’s vali, in his eyes the Armenian behavior entirely 
conformed to this decision. In Van, Armenians had made more 
sacrifices for the war tax than had the Muslims. More than any-
thing and anyone else, Armenians worried about the security 
of life and property. Instead of alienating them, the state should 
reassure them, by a clear and firm policy, that it was aware of the 
benefits drawn from its Armenian citizens. It should not follow 
and exacerbate emotional rifts.

Tahsin complained to Talaat that whereas Van pursued a pol-
icy of confidence, the same Armenians, once in the province of 
Erzurum, were prosecuted and expelled. “These senseless and 
contradictory opinions amaze us, but above all they amaze the 
Armenians. . . . We wanted to know why violence is applied 
against the Armenians in Erzurum. . . . While we promote secu-
rity here on the basis of facts and evidence, the assemblies of the 
provinces of Erzurum and Bitlis should not proceed according 
to defamations based on coffeehouse babble.” Yet in a gesture 
of obedience in advance, and an obligated CUP komiteci show 
of readiness to implement any instruction, the young governor 
proposed to his superior at the end, “Which attitude the Porte 
will ever choose against Armenity [Ermenilik], each province 
has to adopt it”— in other words, most important was unifor-
mity instead of “contradictory and ridiculous politics” vis- à- vis 
the Armenians, but not justice based on facts.44

Polarizing and Reframing the East

If Talaat could not convince Tahsin of the necessity of harsh-
ness against the Armenians in autumn 1914, he had better argu-
ments against the Nestorians. These tribal Christian Assyrians 
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on the Ottoman and Iranian sides of the frontier were no less 
armed than Kurdish tribes, whereas elsewhere in the Ottoman 
realm, non- Muslims were generally prohibited to bear arms.

Not only were the Assyrians opposed to being mobilized 
into the army, as were many Muslims— in particular, Kurds 
and Alevis— and Christian deserters, but they also repre-
sented a risk and hindrance for the attack on Northern Iran. 
In similar categorical language as his anti- Armenian circular of 
6 September, Talaat developed, in a “very urgent” telegram on 
26 October to the province of Van, an anti- Assyrian policy of 
removal and dispersed resettlement. Resettlement and disper-
sion stood in a long tradition of coercive Ottoman management 
of nonsubmissive populations and groups (e.g., Alevis) within 
the Ottoman realm since premodern times. In contrast to the 
recent Rûm removal, when Talaat sent the “annoying people” 
to another country via Greece’s near islands, he could not alien-
ate and expel Ottoman Nestorians, because they would have 
strengthened the Christian forces in Iran against the Ottoman 
invaders.

Since ever up to the present, the Nestorians are in a situa-
tion that arouses suspicion. Once again, in relation to our 
campaign and final attempts in Iran, they have made clear 
that they are predisposed to be great agents and instruments 
of foreign incitements. The government does not trust at all, 
in particular, the Nestorians in our regions along the border 
with Iran. Therefore, they must, as a proper punishment, be 
expelled, removed, and dispersed to appropriate provinces 
[in Western Anatolia] like Ankara and Konya, where they 
will henceforth be allowed to stay under the condition that 
they remain separated, dispersed in Muslim villages, not 
have more than twenty houses, and do not receive any kind 
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of governmental support for their resettlement. They have to 
leave [the province of] Van after the provinces in question 
have been informed and have accepted the measures.45

According to another telegram from Talaat on 29 October, 
the removal could not be implemented because the means to 
do so were lacking. This first limited removal scheme demon-
strates, nevertheless, relevant elements of planning for the east-
ern provinces. It proves the interconnection of the early choice 
of expansive war at the eastern front with considerations of 
demographic engineering. The addressee of the telegram was 
actually not Tahsin but Enver’s brother- in- law Cevdet, former 
vice- vali of Van, who had replaced Tahsin by mid- October. 
However, an accident to Tahsin’s daughter deferred his journey 
to his new post in Erzurum, so that both Tahsin and Cevdet 
remained present in Van for the time being.46 Since September, 
Cevdet had taken SO “bands of volunteers across the border 
to stir up the Persians against Russia” and to destroy Christian 
villages. He incited the Muslims “to join in a holy war,” reported 
Clarence Ussher, an American missionary physician in Van who 
had known Cevdet closely since childhood.47

While Tahsin’s presence prevented systematic anti- Armenian 
acts in and around Van in autumn 1914, Şakir and the SO made 
Armenian life difficult, not only beyond the frontier but also in 
the province of Erzurum. Extortion of money from Christian 
citizens and acts of violence on the Erzurum side of the border 
became frequent, as did anti- Christian raids, rape, and plunder-
ing on the other side of the frontier. As a general consequence, 
society became strongly polarized along religious lines.48 Talaat 
was irritated when, during a visit on 7 November 1914, Patri-
arch Zaven did not merely wish him success in the war that 
was being declared but expressed concern about anti- Armenian 
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misdeeds in Erzurum, from which he had received alarming 
reports. Still, Talaat and the other leaders promised “to demon-
strate perfect goodwill toward the Armenian people.”49

The situation worsened when the Ottoman Empire pro-
claimed war on 10 November and jihad on 14 November. The 
same day, a well- organized mob of four or five thousand men— 
swearing, shouting, and cursing Christianity— proceeded from 
the big Yeni Cami (New Mosque) in the capital to Pera, where 
it “completely destroyed the interior of the [Armenian- owned 
hotel] Tokatlian,” before demolishing Rûm and Armenian 
stores and properties; they avoided foreign embassies, except 
for the Russian consulate. “To me, they looked not only savage, 
but invincible,” said a young, fearful spectator caught in the riot. 
More than ever, the committee henceforth used urban mobs 
and pogromist provincial leaders, but did all it could to disguise 
its destructive “alliances.”50 An outspoken pan- Islamist and pan- 
Turkist circular by the Central Committee to all CUP branches 
declared on 11 November 1914 that “the national ideal of our 
people and country pushes us on the one side to annihilate the 
Moskowit [Russian] enemy, in order to achieve a natural impe-
rial frontier that includes all our [Turkic] conationals. Religion 
on the other side pushes us to liberate the Muslim world from 
the rule of the infidels and to give the adherents of Muham-
mad independence.” Tanin, the CUP’s mouthpiece, cultivated 
explicit Islamist propaganda in its edition on 15 November, 
stressing centuries of oppression that Muslims had to endure 
from Christian powers. “We wage war for our brothers in faith 
and race,” it stated.51

An early SO pamphlet in September 1914 in Northern Iran 
had already incited Muslims to oust the Christian enemy “from 
our land.”52 An unhealthy expectation weighed on Hasan İzzet 
Pasha, the commander of the Third Army in Erzurum, to start 
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the conquest of the Southern Caucasus as soon as possible, 
but, as a good soldier, he resisted. Therefore, Şakir, Tahsin, and 
other “idealists” blamed him for his hesitation in telegrams to 
Talaat and Enver. Enver sent the ambitious and impatient colo-
nel Hafız Hakkı, a committee intimate, to report on the situa-
tion. Enver himself left the capital on 6 December to lead the 
great attack at the eastern front.53 Enthusiastic young officers 
responded en masse, hoping to play a role in the ideologically 
charged campaign. Among them was Rahmi Apak, member of 
an expeditionary force. “We went to Turan. We were to enter 
Iranian Azerbaijan to arm the Azeri Turks, then to proceed 
to Turkestan [vast territory east of the Caspian Sea], to arm 
the Turks there. Thus we wanted to work for the great cause 
of Turan.”54

Figure 16: Sheykhulislam Hayri Effendi (center) during war ceremonies in 

mid- November 1914; Mehmed Talaat (probably) is at the left from behind. 

The photo was taken at Ihlamur Kasrı (Ihlamur Pavilion) in Beşiktaş. I thank 

Mustafa Aksakal for his help in identifying the scene in the photo (photo from 

Alfred Nossig, Die neue Türkei und ihre Führer [Halle: Otto Hendel, 1916]).
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In a letter on 18 December to his family in Istanbul, Şakir 
wrote, “With God’s help we will soon advance beyond the 
Caucasus. . . . Pray day and night to the rightful God. The war 
will come to an end only when we have conquered all of the 
Caucasus.”55 This proves how seriously they all took the ver-
tiginous Turan project. Later generations and historiographies 
have tended to downplay or deny this for various reasons by 
not coming to terms or possibly fathoming political dysfunc-
tion and retrospective shame as parts of real history.56 Local 
and SO leaders in the East understood the Central Commit-
tee guidelines of 11 November 1914 quite correctly when they 
drew a religious line between friend and enemy without con-
sidering the difference between Ottomans and non- Ottomans, 
combatants and others. They waged war according to a vulgar 
understanding of sharia, which had also been applied during 
the Hamidian massacres: Christian property, women, and chil-
dren were fair prey and men were to be killed. Before the end of 
1914, many thousands, mostly villagers, were massacred during 
an SO advance to Ardanush and Olti, west of Ardahan. Many 
girls and women were abducted.57

Thus, the war at the eastern front rapidly became brutal in 
autumn 1914. It was ill- conceived and lacked leaders with dis-
cipline, settling from the start on an SO with irregulars, among 
them released criminals and tribes. Armenian and Assyrian 
militias, who sought and partly obtained help from Russia, 
were, all in all, defensive but paid the enemies in their own coin 
where they could. Jihadist propaganda included the promise 
of loot and Christian girls to secure the SO’s local Muslim sup-
port. On the other side of the eastern front, which divided com-
munities rather than territories, Armenian and Assyrian militias 
had internalized anti- Muslim hatred. If they wanted to survive, 
Christians at the western side of the eastern front had to take 
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sides, because their own state apparently no longer considered 
them citizens whose life, property, and human dignity were to 
be protected. In czarist Russia, in contrast, the pro- Orthodox 
imperial bias remained basically checked by law also during 
war, as far as Muslims were concerned.

By late 1914, Talaat was disturbed by the developments 
in Van, where cross- border Armenian activity had begun to 
respond to state- related coercion and violence. The situation 
had deteriorated with the start of Cevdet’s governorship and 
the official war. Well aware of Cevdet’s aggressive mind- set, of 
the events in Erzurum, and raids beyond the border, the lead-
ing Armenians of Van decided to defend themselves. Therefore, 
mistrust, tension, and violence also reigned in this province at 
the end of 1914. Russian intrusion in November, then retreat, 
followed by indiscriminate anti- Armenian reprisals and acts of 
Armenian retaliation, contributed to a tense situation.58

In a secret and urgent telegram on 30 December 1914, Talaat 
criticized Cevdet’s deputy Şefik and ordered Cevdet to “assure 
the honor of the government by rapid and categorical measures” 
in order to “erase and extinguish this militant [Armenian] move-
ment in its beginnings, while it is still possible, before it spreads 
to the other provinces and districts.”59 In early spring 1915, Rafael 
de Nogales, an officer in Ottoman service and, from 22 April 
1915, leader of the Ottoman forces in Van, witnessed systematic 
massacres of Armenians by SO men and Kurds on his travels to 
Van. Among the leading perpetrators in this region was Çerkez 
Ahmed, a notorious killer. The state had evidently adopted 
gangs of sophisticated slaughterers who, in retrospect, can be 
illustrated, by comparison, to those of the twenty- first- century 
“Islamic State.” A leader whom Nogales took to task for his crim-
inal behavior referred to a written order by Cevdet backing his 
actions. Because the fight for Van, triggered on 20 April 1915, 
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became a main argument for Talaat to start his empire- wide anti- 
Armenian policy, it is important to be aware of its prehistory.60

A final note on the political language of the Ottoman sources 
analyzed in this and the former section: In accordance with 
contemporary Europe, but with much more religious emphasis, 
most sources use sweeping and exclusive notions of belonging. 
These are, in our case, Islam, Turkdom (Türklük), Armenity 
(Ermenilik), Christianity, and Ottomanity (Osmanlılık, now 
reduced to Turko- Muslim imperial belonging). Independent 
from political frontiers, these terms now largely define the rele-
vant boundaries between “we” and “aliens” during World War I. 
The same is true, in reaction, for the vocabulary of belonging 
among Christians who, by late 1914, began to be threatened by 
extermination— not yet in general but in the eastern war zones. 
In an already highly problematic region, from early August the 
committee hawks had implemented war politics, which resulted 
in a brutal polarization from the Black Sea to Lake Urmiah. 
Talaat, Enver, and Şakir were the masterminds of the early ideo-
logically charged war in the East.

Embracing War, Concentrating Power: 

Toward Talaat’s Dictatorial Rule

Louis Rambert did not trust the repeated official declarations 
of neutrality in the capital: “Why then ruin the country by 
military preparations and an excessive mobilization?” In Istan-
bul, there were extraordinary army activities and noisy naval 
excercises day and night that presaged decisive action in early 
October 1914.61

Talaat’s ascent after a deep crisis had begun by embracing 
war logic and public war rhetoric in early autumn 1912. More 
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generally speaking, he had then started to rebuild himself as an 
integral hawk and to conceive the committee as an organized 
force fighting in the name of Muslim Turks against interior and 
exterior enemies. Sociability, charm, and bargaining henceforth 
served a hawk’s policy. By 1912, he had definitively abandoned 
nonpartisan, consensual negotiation based on the 1908 consti-
tution. Since the recovery of Edirne at the latest, Talaat knew 
that he succeeded in forming ad hoc insider groups to manipu-
late both cabinet and committee according to his designs. The 
July 1914 crisis and the alliance with Germany offered new 
international dynamics in which he won additional breadth 
of action and gained even more power, though he now stood 
under the pressure of German expectations.

Despite Cavid’s advice, Said Halim’s reluctance, and a firm 
assertion to the contrary in Talaat’s memoirs, Talaat backed, no 
less than Enver, the official entrance into active war, although, 
perhaps, more reticently.62 He knew how to maneuver, in con-
trast to Enver, a comparably transparent patriot, militarist, and 
partisan of Germany who, probably sent by Talaat, had tried to 
deceive the Russian Embassy on 6 August 1914. Talaat’s deci-
sive insider group since July 1914 was composed of Enver and 
Halil. These three men— or action party— met on the evening 
of 10 October 1914 to promote active war, as demanded by Ger-
many. They succeeded in persuading Cemal, who had initially 
hesitated. On 11 October, they met Wangenheim to agree to a 
naval attack against Russia, as suggested by the Germans since 
early September, for an immediate loan of 2 million Ottoman 
pounds. Moreover, Germany offered a loan of 5 million pounds 
starting in 1915.63

Against their own public assertions afterward, but in accor-
dance with Cavid’s contemporary sense, the insiders proposed 
and approved the joint German- Ottoman aggression against 
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Russia on the Black Sea. This move incorporated the Ottoman 
world into active war at the end of October 1914, when joy and 
good news of victory against alleged aggression spread imme-
diately in Istanbul. Others felt that soon thereafter, “a secret 
unrest” reigned over the capital, from which nationals of enemy 
states were forced to depart in November. Several Ottomans 
also chose to do so.64 The second half of October had been hec-
tic and ambivalent, as proven in German diplomatic correspon-
dence, Cavid’s diary, and memoirs. From a sober military view, 
spring 1915 would have been the earliest possible moment for 
the Ottoman army to enter war. Additional doubts apparently 
arose even within the action party after Italy had warned Turkey 
on 23 October to give up its neutrality.

Talaat mirrored as much as he managed his friends, but 
he also took the lead in cases of doubt— and generally opted 
for the bolder gamble. He knew that Berlin and the military 
mission under Liman von Sanders could no longer be strung 
along. He must have been afraid that the new momentum of 
war with its great expectations, including financial benefits, was 
lost if Turkey forfeited its German friendship, or the war would 
end for good by Christmas 1914, as many still expected. Since 
August, he had banked on bringing the transformative power 
of the European war to the Caucasus and the Middle East. It is 
not true that the decision makers “simply tried to walk a neutral 
path for as long as they could” and that Enver alone wanted war. 
Churchill honestly admitted that he and most representatives of 
the Entente had wrongly believed in August 1914 “that Turkey 
had no policy and might still be won or lost.” It is a fundamental 
misunderstanding to still suggest in recent scholarship that they 
lacked “war aims, which reflected national policy objectives.” 
Yet to say that their war aims were not “finely tuned” is a true 
understatement.65
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Loyal to his general approach since 1912, to the engagement 
of 11 October 1914 in relation to Wangenheim, and to a further 
development of warfare in the East, Talaat remained commit-
ted to Enver’s plan of anti- Russian provocation on the Black 
Sea, even without the cabinet’s backing. A full- bodied message 
by Enver to the chief of the Oberste Heeresleitung (German 
Supreme Army Command) of 22 October 1914 promised war 
against Russia and Great Britain at several fronts, and also pos-
sibly against Serbia and Greece. On the same day, Enver wrote 
an order to the German admiral Souchon, the German com-
mander of the Ottoman navy, demanding that he attack the 
Russian navy once he was on the Black Sea and had (or could 
create) the opportunity to use arms.66

These messages were announcements of a total war by a 
megalomaniac junior who not only followed his own designs 
and interests but, put under pressure, also wanted to gain rec-
ognition from a German senior— the military representative 
of the foremost Great power in Continental Europe. Therefore, 
the psychological state of those in power and German respon-
sibility must be considered.

In late October 1914, Talaat followed the naval development 
day and night, telephoning the General Staff where Colo-
nel Ali İhsan Sâbis served. On 27 October the Ottoman navy 
sailed through the Bosporus. “At midnight, Talaat Bey called 
me at home to ask if there were news about the navy.”67 Before 
the morning of 29 October, Talaat could not get the news he 
expected, but the same day, having got it, he could frankly admit 
to US ambassador Henry Morgenthau “that they had decided 
to side with the Germans, and sink or swim with them.” To a 
colleague in the parliament he joked that “this was a misfor-
tunate incident, but  it was good.” Germany and Turkey and 
Talaat and Wangenheim were now bound together even more 
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strongly. For Morgenthau, by 29 October 1914, the Germans 
had “succeeded and Wangenheim has won out. He has stirred 
up Egypt and controls the Black Sea.”68 Talaat, Enver, and Wan-
genheim were henceforth the strongmen in Istanbul— though 
Wangenheim wasn’t for long, and Enver was never in the posi-
tion to compete with or to replace Talaat.

True to his announcement, Cavid resigned from the cabi-
net after the Ottoman attack on Russia.69 The grand vizier 
was “weak- minded,” Enver “entirely ignorant in politics and 
infantile- minded,” and Talaat “imagined that everything could 
be resolved by boldness.” The rule of these men “plunged the 
country into evil,” Cavid noted on 30 October 1914, at last 
strongly critical of Talaat and, foremost, Enver. He read Talaat’s 
face and knew well that his committee brother had lied when 
he spoke of a Russian attack. Yet, in a kind of “Nibelung loy-
alty” (unshakable loyalty and blind faith), he continued to assist 
Talaat in the future. He did this out of, he believed, patriotic 
Ottoman duty. His diary reveals a schizophrenic situation from 
which writing gave him some distance, serving as an exercise 
in mental independence as well as a memory hook for daily 
affairs. Writing in private, he cultivated an individual arrière- 
boutique of his mind, as Michel de Montaigne put it in his 
famous sixteenth- century Essays.

Cavid was disturbed by and revolted against an attitude 
of all or nothing, victory or death, among members of the 
Central Committee. He argued that nobody had the right to 
expect others to join in suicide. Talaat was “the foremost par-
tisan of war” for “whom and his disciples, this war was tout ou 
rien [all or nothing],” also notes the diary of Krikor Zohrab, 
Cavid’s Armenian friend, on 3 November 1914. Both discussed 
in the late evening of 3 November 1914 what they considered 
a Germany- centered, fatal “war psychology of Talaat and his 
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followers.”70 For these bright minds, two evil currents, Otto-
man and German, joined together for an unfortunate war in 
late October 1914. According to them, Talaat could have used 
his preeminent influence to keep the cabinet and the commit-
tee safe from war. Instead, he did the exact opposite, because 
his political mind obeyed war logics and psychology, acting in 
connivance with the “sectarian” éminences grises, who were 
prominently involved in SO warfare in the East.

Nâzım approached Cavid as the last of several committee 
brothers to persuade him to revisit his decision and not to 
resign. Cavid’s diary reports Nâzım’s statements: “If the Central 
Committee has appointed me [Cavid] for a post but I opposed 
it, . . . from now on, there could be given to any young man a 
revolver to kill Cavid Bey, because I was a fallen man for the 
fatherland, since my power was from the party . . . all people 
would now call me a ‘treacherous Jew’ (in a way he [Nâzım] 
justified them). . . . there was no more place for me in the coun-
try.” When Cavid retorted that he would not act against his con-
science but was ready for future service to the country, Nâzım 
“made do with the vulgar saying ‘in this war we will perish or 
overcome.’ ” Cavid spared only a few words: “Wretched mind, 
ill- fated country.”

In the weeks after this encounter, Nâzım, himself from 
Dönme origin, defamed Dönme Cavid everywhere as a treach-
erous Jew. Ridiculing him, he changed his name to “David” 
and even threatened to expel all Dönme because of Cavid’s 
withdrawal. This, in fact, caused a rupture in the committee. 
Deep distrust vis- à- vis Nâzım henceforth pervades Cavid’s 
diary. Talaat was saddened, as was Cemal, by the resignation 
of Cavid, whose intelligence refused the tale of Russian aggres-
sion, Talaat’s lies, and Enver’s candid ignorance. Talaat himself, 
however, had chosen Nâzım’s political orientation.71 Cavid 
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detested Nâzım as a hypocrite and a fanatical brute, whom he 
avoided whenever possible. Still, he was to remain committed 
to “patriotic duty” within the mental prison of the committee, 
though he could have easily defected while often traveling in 
Europe.

From November 1914, Talaat enjoyed true dictatorial power 
in the capital. A poisoned milieu and the context of war allowed 
him to maximally shape and adjust interactions, information, 
and decision making in favor of what he believed to be best for 
Turkey’s future and his own position. It is by no means aston-
ishing, therefore, that Talaat, “though intelligent,” became an 
“instrument of evil.”72 His behavior in October 1914 and addi-
tional acts of distrust against Cavid in November prove that 
he did not hesitate to lie and to let trust perish. “When I see 
the ideas and the mentality of the government, I cannot trust 
it,” Cavid wrote after a discussion with French diplomat Louis 
Steeg, who was to leave Istanbul. “Because in Talaat’s eyes, 
there does not exist any illegitimate action if problems are to 
be solved.”73

Talaat’s circle wanted to use French and British citizens as 
human shields against naval attacks. “Talaat told me again to 
try and secure an assurance of nonbombardment of unfortified 
seaports or else they would stop the exit of the French and Eng-
lish,” Morgenthau noted on 11 November. “When I told Talaat 
that Americans thought them too decent to carry out the threat 
of burning and massacre, he said, ‘What shall we do to prove 
that we mean it?’ And I saw he meant it.”74 He identified with 
radical action as he identified with jihad. This was the ultimate 
instrument of power for a Muslim state— although contempo-
rary Wahhabi scholars considered Talaat’s telegraphic invita-
tion to a Saudi leader on 20 November 1914 to join the Ottoman 
jihad as a call of Turkish unbelievers.75
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From November 1914, Talaat led within a framework of total 
war even more than before, amid irregularities, extortion, cor-
ruption, and chaos. This was the element in which he had to 
unfold, and he unfolded. Menaces, cheap promises, unreliable 
financial behavior, and ongoing mistrustful bargaining with 
Germany reflected the Ottoman lack of stamina and funda-
mentals but also the general political realities in the cataclys-
mic world of a general war. The Ottoman signature political 
animal held up a distorting mirror to Europe. It showed the 
worst yet nevertheless real sides of Europe, scaled up. Uncon-
cerned by rules and ethics, arguing that he saw both broken 
numerous times by the European powers, he began to use the 
ruthless arms of a comparatively weak actor also wanting an 
empire: extortion and aggression toward weaker ones who 
could not fight back. Talaat mirrored not only the commit-
tee forces around him but also contemporary Europe, whose 
three decades of cataclysm and breakdown of public confidence 
Talaat heralded.

He applied ad hoc decisions in a cabinet abandoned by 
adversaries of the war policy. He depended on a stressful alli-
ance with Germany and relied on a committee where radi-
cals like Şakir, Nâzım, Kara Kemal, and Gökalp had a strong 
say. Comparatively more moderate senior figures still in the 
government— Grand Vizier Said Halim and Sheykhulislam 
Hayri— were marginalized and unable to cope. Cemal Pasha, 
still minister of the navy, was nominated to govern “Great 
Syria,” including Lebanon and Palestine, and assigned to recon-
quer British- annexed Egypt. This was again as much a German 
as an Ottoman project, which galvanized the minds in the 
capital. Actually, “in those days” in late summer and autumn 
1914, “the conquest of the Caucasus and of Egypt was the most 
popular currency,” a contemporary acquaintance of Gökalp 
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recalled. Cemal left the capital in late November. “This morn-
ing [21 November] Cemal came to bid farewell. He said that 
two days ago he was appointed for Egypt and that all plans were 
ready in his mind. If his strong conviction is based on knowl-
edge, what a big strength. If, however, on ignorance, what a ter-
rific thing,” Cavid noted.76

Cavid’s rich diary is far from all- embracing, since it concen-
trates on the fields of interest of its author. Yet it documents well 
how Talaat’s war dictatorship started. At times a Jacobin- style 
radical and a fervent patriot, but not a chauvinist, Cavid was a 
unique figure at the margins of the CUP war regime. He pre-
served basic principles of conscience and human dignity, in con-
trast to most men serving Talaat. The CUP man with the most 
experience and insights in the international arena, he kept on 
assisting his political friend, although he was more than skepti-
cal about the war, the alliance, so- called constraints, and Ger-
man imperialism. In sympathy with him, old Huguenin helped 
him penetrate the back stage of Berlin, where likewise political 
confusion was growing. After the tale of rapid victory, Wangen-
heim preached that Berlin wanted “to make it a long war now, 
so as to settle everything and secure a long period of peace.”77

Enver Pasha remained in Istanbul, without reaching a posi-
tion that politically rivalled Talaat, even if he may have dreamed 
of becoming a Napoleon- like emperor. He gradually became a 
war minister who conformed to hawkish designs, in contrast to 
his predecessors Ahmed İzzet and Mahmud Şevket. Irreplace-
able for Talaat, Enver spoke German, was liked by broad circles 
in Germany— including the court— and thus enjoyed a special 
relationship with the Germans, although the collaboration with 
the military mission and German officers assigned to the Otto-
man armies was often strained. All in all, Talaat was much better 
connected in international Istanbul than Enver. He regularly 
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met with diplomats and all kinds of representatives. In the arena 
of both interior and exterior politics, Enver depended more on 
Talaat than vice versa. This kind of relationship applies for the 
whole course of 1914– 18, even if both remained pillars of the 
war regime.

Although a public hero of the 1908 revolution and husband 
of an Ottoman princess since spring 1914, Enver did not pos-
sess the politically relevant, still ascending, broad popularity 
of Talaat. The war minister and actual commander in chief 
needed the political backing of Talaat after the flop of the early 
Caucasus- Iran- Turan scheme, and, even more, after a full- 
fledged military campaign in late December 1914 catastrophi-
cally failed in the mountains of Sarıkamış, west of Kars. “Enver 
was greatly depressed and very retiring,” when he came back 
to the capital before mid- January 1915, “until he saw that his 
defeat was not held up against him,” Morgenthau observed.78 
Talaat could not reproach Şakir and Enver for a scheme that 
he himself had supported from the start. Enver was therefore 
welcomed and accepted, apparently without a critical assess-
ment of what had gone wrong. The failure was seen as a natural 
outcome of gambling, not as an issue that demanded responsi-
bility. Military successes at Gallipoli, in Iraq, and in the Galician 
and Romanian campaigns could strengthen Enver’s position 
and his “military faction” in the CUP only temporarily. In late 
1917, for Germans, Enver had become weak to such an extent 
that he survived “only thanks to us and the grand vizier” (by 
then, Talaat).79

Talaat’s dictatorial grip was not top- down but depended on 
gambles, corruption, and the balance of factions. It was there-
fore never truly firm, never countrywide, and less strict than the 
rule of the European dictators after him, although these also 
relied on corruption. Under Talaat, strong governors had room 
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to maneuver at a regional level, although not at their own dis-
cretion, as the example of Cemal Pasha in Syria demonstrates. 
Talaat, backed by the committee, was the boss when sensitive 
questions were at issue, such as those related to Zionism. As a 
rule, he made the decisions concerning the assignment of gov-
ernors and other high civil functionaries.

Istanbul’s general depression after military failure in early 
1915, when antiwar placards spread in the capital and invasion 
was impending, could become dangerous for Talaat’s position, 
and not less so regarding his psychology. At this moment, the 
audacious optimism and reliance of Enver helped him gain 
new courage and to persevere. Onstage was nothing less than 
the defense of the capital. Talaat had prepared it at the side of 
the German command in the aftermath of the first attacks in 
December 1914, when Enver had not yet returned from the 
Caucasus. Talaat desperately needed success in late winter 1915 
so as not to lose the lead or lose himself to apathy or despair. 
As in earlier crises, he was to seek success in radical action.80

Depressed by Defeat, Galvanized by Gallipoli

Talaat and the CUP had profited from the new international 
situation and the alliance with Germany to suspend monitored 
reforms, abrogate the Capitulations, close down foreign postal 
services, obtain financial support and loans, and prepare territo-
rial restoration and expansion. But war went badly for Turkey 
during winter 1914– 15 on all fronts, from the Caucasus to North-
ern Iran, from Southern Iraq to the Suez Canal. The Ottoman 
war momentum was almost lost, and depression began to weigh 
down those in power in Istanbul. Moreover, epidemics and 
famine began to loom in parts of the empire. However, Talaat 
followed a multiple agenda that did not depend on military 
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victories against exterior enemies alone. On 29 December, a 
day before he ordered vali Cevdet to erase Armenian militancy 
in Van, Talaat obtained a cabinet decision and decree of the 
sultan that practically abolished the reform plan of 8 February 
1914, because it terminated the agreement with the inspectors 
general.81 Within five months since August 1914, Talaat had 
completely reversed the outlook on Eastern Asia Minor.

The situation in the East was even more radically trans-
formed by Enver Pasha’s Caucasian campaign, undertaken by 
the Erzurum- based Third Army and the SO. This campaign 
deserves a closer look. “At last, we advance, God be praised. 
With God’s help, we will  .  .  . continuously and victoriously 
advance,” Colonel Hafız Hakkı Pasha wrote on 18 December in 
his diary. Commander of the Third Army, Hasan İzzet resigned 
on the same day because he did not trust the project. He was 
replaced by Hakkı. Much has been written on the fatal cam-
paign against an enemy that was numerically inferior but supe-
rior in strategic intelligence, which resulted not only in the loss 
of a whole army and the failure of the invasion but also in a 
typhus epidemic and general misery in the region. The press 
in Turkey and Germany denied or silenced the facts.82 Both, 
Germany in particular, could have learned important lessons 
for the future. Gökalp’s “idealism” was a significant component 
of the dysfunctional political thought that had been invested in 
the scheme of a conquest toward Turan as early as August 1914.

It is true that the committee hawks were pushed by German 
diplomacy and the military in the months after August 1914, yet 
Liman von Sanders, head of the German military mission, had 
been reticent and skeptical when asked by Enver to command 
the anti- Russian advance in early December.83 Enver’s hold on 
the army and the SO had made him a strategist of far- reaching 
ambitions, while Şakir and many other “idealists” had dreamed 
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of glory in a Turan that soon turned into a deadly utopia. Evad-
ing any soul- searching on the disaster, Ambassador Wangen-
heim swiftly changed his arguments, now saying that “it would 
be best if Turkey did not conquer . . . Russian territory, as that 
would make adjustment [for peace] more difficult.” He tried to 
play down the fiasco and was “very anxious to have Turkey keep 
on fighting with Germany to the end and not seek a separate 
peace.” The treaty of 2 August and the additional conditions of 
6 August had already closely bound the destinies of Germany 
and Turkey. The new, more general treaty of 11 January 1915, to 
be valid until 1920, further bound them and their expectations 
together.84

Talaat himself had identified with a risky but up- and- coming 
enterprise that should have rewarded the investment of several 
months of war preparations and conquest in the East. After fail-
ure, many saw him looking “very glum,” in “bad humor,” and 
“extremely depressed” in early 1915. “For the first time since 
the war began, I have seen Talaat in despair,” Cavid noted on 
14 February 1915, after news of Hafız Hakkı Pasha’s death by 
typhus arrived in Istanbul.85 Hafız Hakkı, already a member of 
the internal committee in 1907, represented the activist idealists 
of the CUP who had fervently believed in conquest in the East. 
“It is impossible not to weep on the loss of this our beloved 
brother, this always forgiving, active, and valuable man of the 
army. Yet we have to die in order to make the nation and the 
country live,” Talaat wrote two days later to his brother- in- law 
Mustafa Abdülhalik (Renda), the vali of Bitlis (west of Van). 
Abdülhalik was another of Talaat’s Balkan- born young and 
devoted men now working as functionaries in the East, and he 
later served Mustafa Kemal Atatürk.86

Campaigns with irregular forces led by Enver’s brother- 
in- law Cevdet and Enver’s uncle, General Halil, in Northern 
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Persia, strongly harmed Armenian and Syriac villages, but 
again failed in their anti- Russian military objectives. Finally, the 
invaders were decisively defeated in the mid- April 1915 battle of 
Dilman, in which Armenian general Andranik Ozanian’s volun-
teer brigade participated. Similarly, in early February, Cemal 
informed Istanbul that he must abort his attempt at crossing 
the Suez Canal. Thus, restorationist and expansionist expec-
tations, which had stimulated elites in the capital and young 
officers in the army, had turned to trauma. According to the 
Ottoman chief rabbi Haim Nahum, “all the Turks” were “some-
what depressed” in February 1915.87

In this situation and atmosphere, Talaat and the commit-
tee seriously risked losing authority and composure. In both 
a depressed and an aggressive mood, Muslim deputies left the 
parliament when the session was closed prematurely on 14 Feb-
ruary. The notoriously anti- Christian Diyarbekir deputy Fevzi 
and many others threatened that no Christian would survive in 
the capital if foreign forces advanced. When the Entente navy 
began to heavily bombard the Dardanelles (the naval entrance 
to Istanbul) on 19 February, the committee regime was faced 
with the reality that the empire was on the defensive, defini-
tively no longer in a dope- like dream of restoration and expan-
sion. Pessimism reigned widely, not only at the fronts and in 
the capital but also among those Ottoman representatives and 
allies whom Cavid met in Vienna and Berlin in early March 
1915. Among the foreign diplomats in Istanbul, “everybody” was 
“tremendously nervous and excited about the situation.”88

As a consequence of the fiasco in the East, the civil admin-
istration and the military lost their grip on those border areas. 
Ottoman rule was put into question there, since the army was 
decimated. The SO’s main function was now defensive. The 
Russian army had occupied small strips of Ottoman territory 
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and made temporary advances with limited forces. To console 
and encourage SO leaders and governors, Talaat did not hesi-
tate to make promises (which he later voided) of rapid military 
support from Istanbul, or even to tell euphemistic lies, such as 
the news of a Bulgarian invasion in ex- Ottoman Macedonia by 
a Bulgarian ally.89 With his telegrams and circulars, this power-
ful minister of the interior largely framed what representatives 
of the regime in the provinces knew about current domestic 
and international affairs. Newspapers were rare and late in 
the eastern provinces, and censored according to committee 
requirements.

Leader Talaat was himself at a loss by February and early 
March 1915, even if he was an experienced gambler who used 
a panoply of legal and illegal means. He could refocus from 
Turan and flamboyant attempts at reconquest to realities in 
Asia Minor. The Dardanelles and the eastern front, in par-
ticular Van, were two main concerns. The committee leaders 
could, however, reasonably demonstrate confidence that Istan-
bul would sucessfully be defended. German generals led, and 
German experts and weapons, and some German units, sup-
ported the Ottoman troops charged with the defense. Still, the 
risk was high. Van’s and the eastern provinces’ case was more 
difficult, though it did not directly threaten the power center. 
Together with the hawks, Talaat had sowed the wind there and 
was now reaping the whirlwind; that is, misery, hate, and an 
endangered future.

Both despite and because of its sectarian politics, the regime 
forces there could not even secure the support of all nominal 
Muslims. Alevis in Dersim, who had always been alienated from 
the Ottoman sultanate- caliphate, sympathized with Russia and 
refused to join the Ottoman army. The (Sunni) Kurdish leaders 
Abdurrezzak and Kâmil Bedirhan sought an alliance with the 
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ARF, backed by Russia. As a consequence, Talaat impressed 
upon Cevdet the need to immediately arrest any Kurdish chief 
inclined to follow this line. Talaat’s reaction against the Arme-
nians was harsher, although he reproached them for similar 
misdeeds. It was also harsher than against “the seditious and 
intriguing Zionists,” who, in the eyes of Cemal Pasha, were “try-
ing to create a nation and [were] already using paper money 
and stamps” in Palestine. In January and February, the CUP 
press had still emphasized Ottoman Armenian patriotism and 
loyalty in the ongoing war and that any anti- Armenian suspi-
cion among Muslims originated from evil manipulation.90

Yet managed publicity did not correspond to Talaat’s actual 
assessment. It rather misled and disguised the imminence of 
a hardening domestic strategy, foreshadowed in late summer 
1914. In a telegraphic circular dated 28 February 1915, Talaat 
drew the attention of the governors in Eastern Asia Minor to 
news of “Armenian bandits” in Bitlis, “Armenian acts of violence 
against the army in Aleppo and Dörtyol,” and subversive docu-
ments in Kayseri that “proved a rebellion [was] being prepared 
by our enemies.” He shared relevant correspondence on Arme-
nians with Enver and insisted that those arrested in Dörtyol 
needed severe punishment. His circular on 28 February also 
mentioned the general disarmament of Armenian soldiers by 
Enver’s order on 25 February and called the governors to be 
ready for further action.91

Talaat was particularly upset by messages from Van and 
by a detailed report of Van deputy Arshak Vramian, a former 
classmate of Cevdet’s at Istanbul’s Mülkiye (school for civil ser-
vants). This report, presented to Cevdet on 21 February 1915,92 
and several telegrams, also by ARF Van deputy Vahan Papa-
zian, not only described atrocities committed in the region of 
Van by SO irregulars, but in a less than submissive tone, it also 
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made suggestions for how to overcome the grave crisis, save 
Turko- Armenian relations, and resolve unrealized reforms, 
including a recent one proposed by former governor Tahsin. It 
thus strongly recalled alternative projects of rule in Eastern Asia 
Minor in the vein of the February 1914 reform plan, as opposed 
to the presently shaky rule that made Christians fair game. 
Vramian’s report asked permission for self- defense. The Central 
Committee understood the report as a step toward Armenian 
autonomy. It interpreted it as an antigovernmental affront that 
required a harsh and comprehensive response. Not only was 
deportation a ready topic after the successful Rûm removal in 
June 1914, but new talk of salutary extermination of minorities 
was so frequent among officers that, from late 1914, it directly 
reached the ear of foreigners at different places. It was prob-
ably nowhere as entrenched as among officers and SO people 
in Erzurum after the defeat at Sarıkamış.93

In early March 1915, Talaat was not yet in the mood or posi-
tion to proceed toward comprehensive action. Acts of rebellion 
(resistance against recruitment, repression, and espionage) had 
taken place in Dörtyol, province of Adana, and in Zeitun, prov-
ince of Aleppo, two towns where Armenians were well orga-
nized and partly armed. A small group of Zeitun Armenians, 
among them deserters, hoped for a full- on rebellion in Cilicia 
but were crushed by superior forces of the Ottoman Fourth 
Army in late March 1915. On the initiative of Cemal, com-
mander of the Fourth Army, the Zeitun Armenians were ousted 
and resettled far away in Konya, with Muslim migrants settled 
in their place. Writing in the name of Talaat from the Interior 
Ministry’s Directorate for Resettlement of Tribes and Migrants, 
Ali Münif (Yeğenağa), a close contemporary of Talaat’s, asked 
Cemal to consider the difficulties of the situation, because the 
rocky region was not ideal for the resettlement of muhacir. In 
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late February, before the removal from Zeitun, the vali of Adana 
had resettled the Armenians from Dörtyol to other places in the 
same province, but not directly at the sea.94

Of crucial importance was the naval victory, and thus the 
successful defense of Istanbul, on 18 March 1915. On 19 March, 
Talaat, in an excellent mood, let Captain William Hall, the Brit-
ish director of naval intelligence, know that “many of the most 
influential citizens” in the Ottoman capital “would welcome 
an immediate break with the Germans and prayers were even 
being offered at mosques of the city for the arrival of the Brit-
ish fleet,” thus misleading Churchill about Istanbul’s military 
resilience and Talaat’s and Enver’s common determination to 
fight at Germany’s side. In contrast to what Britain hoped, there 
was no rift between the top two CUP leaders— and even less 
of a chance of a coup by Talaat against Enver— but only a Brit-
ish lack of basic intelligence. At a British war council meeting 
that same day, Churchill believed that “it was time for us to 
make a clean sweep,” and to divide “this inefficient and out- of- 
date nation,” meaning Ottoman Turkey. Oscillating between 
under-  and overestimation of Turkish- Muslim power, mixed 
with British imperial fear, Churchill had, a few weeks earlier, 
vented that “India is the target, Islam is the propellant, and the 
Turk is the projectile.”95

The victory on 18 March gave Talaat the confidence he 
needed to conceive and operationalize a comprehensive policy 
whose exact character was yet to be determined. “Under dif-
ferent pretexts, Vramian sends telegrams to [our] ministry that 
criticize the rule of the government and that abound with defa-
mations. This man must be expelled from Van and . . . handed 
over to the court- martial in Erzurum. Send your investigation 
quickly,” he ordered Cevdet on 21 March. On the same day, he 
informed Tahsin that “the resignation of Venizelos in Greece 
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[a consequence of the national schism between Venizelists and 
royalists] has brought a change in our favor. Triumph continues 
in the Bosphore.”96 Cevdet willingly obeyed Talaat and set a 
snare for his former classmate and friend Vramian. He arrested 
him shortly after the murder of Ishkhan, another ARF leader of 
Van, on the night of 16 April, to “send him to the court- martial.” 
As a rule, this set phrase meant the subsequent death of the 
targeted Armenian on the road to trial, as was ultimately the 
case with Vramian.

Talaat urged action on 13 April 1915: “Is there still an obsta-
cle to sending away the aforementioned [Vramian]?” From 
this point on, he personally followed many individual cases of 
hunted Armenians to the end. As a last strong sign of life, on 
8 May Vramian sent a message from Bitlis to Istanbul urging 
Talaat “in the name of supreme interests” to extend a hand of 
reconciliation and stop a fratricidal war in Van. He or his col-
league Vahan Papazian would be happy to deal with an emissary 
from Talaat and would surely succeed within three days. Both 
optimistic and next to despair, this message from an Ottoman 
Armenian deputy on the road to death stands as the last tes-
timony of a will to peace and life. Yet Talaat remained fixated 
on demolition, revenge, and easy victory in a self- declared war 
against a domestic enemy, which his decision for war and polar-
ization in the East had largely created.97

The date 18 March 1915 was a watershed for the CUP’s 
retrieval from defeat and depression in general and the begin-
ning of Talaat’s overall anti- Armenian policy in particular. 
The first important military success in World War I against a 
naval breakthrough attempt by the Entente at the Dardanelles, 
pushed foremost by Churchill, galvanized the depressed rulers. 
The attackers suffered heavy losses. “This evening [of 18 March], 
we received the first good news. . . . This was glad tidings after 
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long days of anguish and worry that depressed us. The issue of 
Çanakkale [Dardanelles] is not a near danger. We were deliri-
ous with joy,” said Cavid. Even more than after the recovery of 
Edirne, the committee members boasted about victory against 
the naval world powers and demonstrated everywhere the “firm 
conviction that Çanakkale could not be transgressed.”98

They concealed or minimized the decisive contribution of 
German commanders, experts, and technology. In contrast to 
the Ottoman- led Third Army in the eastern provinces, accom-
panied only by a few German officers, the Ottoman army in 
Istanbul and Western Anatolia stood under direct German 
command. “These [CUP] men are absolutely intoxicated with 
their apparent success and are already beginning to completely 
underestimate the assistance that the Germans have rendered 
them,” Morgenthau wrote. Interestingly, Wangenheim acqui-
esced to the CUP’s representation of the facts. He welcomed 
with emotion this first important success of an ally, for which 
he felt responsible, but which had formerly caused him a lot of 
worry. As a result, the alliance was strengthened and Wangen-
heim was even more eager not to affront Talaat and Enver.99

For CUP circles, the victory of 18 March 1915 against France 
and Britain was the birth of “a feeling of national identity in 
the country,” as Muhittin Birgen wrote. The regime regained 
more than its self- assurance in late summer 1914. Its new self- 
reliance was combined with a chauvinist stance against foreign-
ers in general and Ottoman Armenians in particular, who were 
now declared subversive aliens and causes of previous defeats. 
Most vocal was Şakir, who made the Armenians responsible 
for failure in the East, as did some German officers. Instead of 
further conquest, the SO was forced to retreat in February 1915; 
hence, Şakir’s August 1914 plan of conquest had turned into an 
obvious fiasco. Nevertheless, he and others “did not abandon 
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their blind ambition of invasion,” although they had to put it on 
hold temporarily. “The conviction that the Turks [Muslims] in 
Russia must be connected to Turkey was entrenched to such an 
extent that the relevant programs remained on standby,” former 
SO member Arif Cemil wrote in retrospect.100

When Şakir left Erzurum on 13 March 1915 and arrived a little 
later at the CUP headquarters in Istanbul, this biased vision, 
deep frustration, and the will to anti- Armenian action framed 
his mind- set. From August 1914 on, he had actively planted the 
seeds of violence with brutal cross- border raids and incitement 
to jihad toward Russian Muslims and now reaped what he had 
sown, including violence against Muslims at the front. The failed 
campaigns and the chaos at the long eastern front infuriated the 
leaders and made the local Armenian and Assyrian Christians, 
who hoped for a Russian advance and help, easy targets for the 
propaganda of jihad. For the SO and the CUP, angst and panic 
were added to their frustration, knowing that retreat might con-
tinue on the Ottoman side of the border; thus, another future 
could emerge in the East, one that was more in favor of local 
Christianity. Nâzım, himself an SO leader, although based in 
the capital, shared these views of his longtime CUP friend 
Şakir. The CUP archives are largely lost or missing, and thus 
detailed reconstruction is scarcely possible— pending full dis-
closure of archival material in private and military archives in 
Turkey. Yet it is safe to conclude that committee meetings with 
Talaat, Gökalp, Kemal, Şakir, Nâzım, Halil, Şükrü, and Cahid 
in the second half of March, or perhaps early April, determined 
the conceptualization and operationalization of Talaat’s overall 
policy against Armenian citizens. The beginning of its imple-
mentation was a matter of days or a few weeks, depending on 
macrodevelopments and reliable suggestions by his men in the 
eastern provinces.101
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In a timely manner, the committee began implementing 
propaganda of victimization, atrocity, and revenge, such as 
that waged during and after the Balkan Wars, but this time 
it was more generally focused upon “our ill- fated religious 
and racial brothers in the Caucasus” and “the misdeeds done 
against all Muslims, not only the Ottomans.” Simultaneously, 
the Foreign Ministry under the grand vizier Said Halim (now 

Map 3: Total war, domestically and toward the exterior, as of 1915.
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little more than Talaat’s and the committee’s puppet), pre-
pared a Red Book that collected military and civil documents 
on “atrocities committed by Ottoman Armenians at the side 
of the Russians” and— in an inversion of the intentions and 
real- time sequence since late July 1914— on “aggressions and 
attacks committed by the Russians before the start of the war 
in order to modify the border.” Correctly translated from pro-
paganda language, this sentence confessed their own failed 
agenda.102

Exploit: “The Armenian 

Question no longer exists”

Asymmetry, totality, and ethnoreligious specificity character-
ize the total war at home that Talaat started in April 1915. By 
mid- July, he boasted that he had “accomplished more in three 
months about crushing the Armenians than Abdul Hamid 
could do in thirty- seven years.”103 This self- assessment con-
firms that by early April a comprehensive decision process for 
the anti- Armenian policy had passed the critical threshold, 
outmatching by far Abdulhamid’s anti- Armenian efforts of the 
1890s, in which tradition it stood. In his political philosophy, 
Talaat had erased any last trace of the struggle for a constitu-
tion, for Turkish- Armenian cooperation, and against despo-
tism, as before and shortly after 1908, when Abdulhamid II had 
been considered a common adversary. He ultimately tainted 
the judgment on his character by sending long- standing 
Armenian companions and their entire population into brutal 
deaths.

Euphoria over victory against the Entente’s navy merged with 
Şakir’s and other political friends’ vehemently anti- Armenian 



T o t a l - Wa r  G a m b l e  233

stance, the initiation of removal- resettlement schemes in 
Dörtyol and Zeitun, and demands by militaries and valis for 
removal in the East, which gave Talaat the final compulsion to 
act comprehensively. He and Enver had already implemented 
several steps of repression against Armenian elites since Sep-
tember 1914. Yet in May and June 1915, it was Talaat— not Enver 
or anyone else— who designed the scheme of an almost total 
removal of Armenian fellow citizens from Asia Minor and 
European Turkey to places of death— not even camps— in the 
Syrian Desert.

The victorious defense at Gallipoli and the extermination 
of Armenians were not only simultaneous but also intrinsi-
cally connected, as was an immediate myth of heroic national 
triumph, which extinguished any soul- searching and healthy 
critique.104 In April 1915, Talaat probably oscillated between 
a policy of removal focused on the huge area of Eastern Asia 
Minor and Cilicia and a countrywide exterminatory radical-
ism, suggested by the military doctors. The former policy was 
plausibly the least common denominator of the late March 1915 
committee meetings, which lacked unanimity.105 Cataclysmic 
radicalization emerged from this context and, driven by Talaat, 
transformed the countrywide persecution of Armenian elites 
initiated in April. The first regional removals were implemented 
in May and June, followed by an all- embracing removal from 
Asia Minor and Thrace in summer 1915. Planned massacre was 
inherent in the process of removal in the East, and removal gen-
erally developed into an overall dynamic of destruction that 
involved a multitude of perpetrators.

As the master of a policy that achieved more than Abdulha-
mid ever had, Talaat was proud and self- confident toward Ger-
man diplomats in mid- June 1915. Wangenheim could no longer 
look the other way, as he had tried to do until then, because 
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Talaat’s unmistakable policy was “to eradicate the Armenian 
race from the Turkish Empire” (wire of 7 July 1915 to the 
Reichskanzler Bethmann Hollweg). In late August 1915, Talaat 
announced to the German ambassador, “La question armé-
nienne n’existe plus.” The Armenian Question— the crucial 
center of the Eastern Question— no longer existed in Talaat’s 
triumphant perception. He had fulfilled Tanin’s “prophecy” of 
the previous year.106

The anti- Armenian violence of the 1890s had targeted men 
and youths, if they did not convert. Talaat’s policy of 1915 tar-
geted potentially all members of the community, including 
those recently converted to Islam. In the East, it moreover 
unleashed anti- Christian violence beyond the explicit scheme 
of the Ministry of the Interior. In 1915– 16 it therefore caused 
not only an Armenian but also an Assyrian genocide, emerging 
from radical regional representatives of the central regime and 
willing local Muslim perpetrators. In contrast to the massacres 
in the 1890s, conversion in Anatolia warranted survival in 1915– 
16 only if the Ministry of the Interior permitted it exceptionally 
or if it lacked the power to persecute targeted people. Conver-
sion of religious identity and confession of faith were secondary 
to the ethnoreligious rationale of demographic engineering; or, 
as the governor of Trabzon put it at the beginning of July 1915, 
“an Armenian converted to Islam will be expelled as a Muslim 
Armenian.”107

From April 1915, Talaat devised and coordinated the anti- 
Armenian policy in three main phases: (1) the countrywide 
arrest of Armenian political, religious, and intellectual lead-
ers in April and May 1915; (2) from late spring to autumn, the 
removal of the Armenian population of Anatolia and European 
Turkey to camps in the Syrian Desert east of Aleppo, excluding 
Armenian men but also thousands of women and children in 
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Eastern and Central Asia Minor who were systematically mas-
sacred on the spot or on the road; (3) the starvation to death 
of most of those in the camps, except a large group resettled by 
Cemal, and the final massacre of those in the camps who still 
survived in 1916. Although Cemal governed in Syria, the camps 
in Northern and Eastern Syria, and the transfer of Armenians, 
were controlled by a directorate directly subordinate to the 
Ministry of the Interior.108

———

Incisive ciphered telegrams of 24 April 1915 (as alluded to in 
chap. 1, sec. “‘On first impression’”) to the provincial gover-
nors and to the army, with references to events in Van, Zeitun, 
and other places, defined the situation in Asia Minor as that 
of a general Armenian rebellion, of Armenians helping the 
enemy’s war efforts, and of revolutionary committees that had 
long wished to establish Armenian self- determination and now 
believed they could achieve it, thanks to the war.

The main telegrams on 24 April, one to the army, the other 
to the civil administration, are nearly identical. They start with 
sweeping vocabulary in the vein of the 6 September 1914 cir-
cular. But their wording leaves little doubt that virtually all 
Armenians in the whole country, not only members of political 
organizations, were targeted, although the main verbal empha-
sis is on the latter, who were insinuated to have been conspir-
ing collectively against Turkey “all along,” and especially since 
August 1914. With the fatuous arrogance of an imperial revo-
lutionist in power, Talaat presumed that any behavior except 
submission or clear- cut support for his regime was part of an 
overall conspiracy. In a long telegram to Enver, Talaat declared 
on 24 April 1915:
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The efforts of the revolutionary and political organizations 
of the Armenian committees have long since proposed the 
establishment of an autonomy. Right after the declaration of 
war, the Armenian committee of Dashnak [ARF] bargained 
for the action of Armenians in Russia against us. Reckon-
ing on the temporary weakness of the army, they decided 
on a full- fledged rebellion by the Armenians in the Ottoman 
Empire. They used every opportunity for impertinent acts 
of a treacherous campaign against the life and future of the 
country, now when the state is in the midst of war, as recent 
rebellious actions in Zeitun, Bitlis, Sivas, and Van have once 
more confirmed. All these committees, which basically have 
their headquarters in foreign countries and still today call 
themselves revolutionary, work with all kinds of means and 
reasons against the Ottoman government. Their final aim 
is the achievement of autonomy. The bombs discovered in 
Kayseri, Sivas, and at other places, the regiments of originally 
Ottoman volunteers who have joined the Russian army to 
attack the country along with the Russians, the campaign 
that Armenian committee leaders undertake and that thus 
threatens the Ottoman army from the back: All this has 
been verified by a great number of their publications and 
arrangements.109

Having fittingly framed a general situation according to his 
(imperially biased, revolutionist) perspective, Talaat enumer-
ated the measures to be taken at this first stage to eradicate all 
political organizations. Thorough searches and arrests, not only 
of Dashnak and Hunchak members but also of “important and 
harmful Armenians known by the government,” had to be real-
ized. This wording involved the countrywide arrest of nearly the 
entire political, intellectual, religious, and economic elite. The 
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circular for the governors of Bitlis, Erzurum, Sivas, Adana, and 
Maraş contained an additional sentence stating that the mea-
sures were directed only against the efforts of the committees. 
They should not, at that stage at least, trigger “killings between 
the Muslim population and the Armenian element.”110 This sen-
tence shows that Talaat was perfectly aware of the murderous 
potential— well known since the 1895 and 1909 massacres— that 
could be ignited locally against the Armenians in general, espe-
cially when they were bereft of their leaders. Significantly, Talaat 
stated in an additional circular on 26 April 1915 that the general 
collection of arms did not concern the Muslim population.111

A short telegram by Talaat on 24 April 1915 taught Cemal 
that from then on, no Armenian should be sent to Konya, as 
had been done with a first group from Zeitun. If resettled there 
collectively, the Armenians would again be a unit and be able to 
act as such. From now on, the destination for removed Arme-
nians was the desert region east of Aleppo between Urfa in the 
North and Der ez- Zor in the South.112 Talaat’s telegrams on 24 
April spell out the new comprehensive strategy that he now fol-
lowed. Yet its timing, implementation, and geographic dimen-
sion would still depend on the success of the first steps taken 
and on evolving contexts, in particular, concerning German 
reaction. On the night of 24– 25 April, security forces began 
to arrest Armenian elites, starting with Istanbul, and to ques-
tion, torture, and finally murder most of them. Provincial and 
military authorities, as well as CUP commissaries sent to the 
provinces, henceforth spread propaganda about treacherous 
Armenian neighbors who stabbed Muslims in the back and 
were therefore to be removed as soon as possible.113

Sources from observers on the ground, as well as published 
Ottoman army sources from the provinces during spring 1915, 
do not support the claim of a general uprising.114 There were, as 
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we have seen, strong expectations in Tiblissi from August 1914 
that the moment to liberate Turkey’s Armenians had arrived, 
and Armenians in Zeitun, Urfa, Şebinkarahisar (Sivas), Van, 
and on the Musa Dagh set their hope on relief by the Entente 
more than on desperate resistance in an inferior position at 
home. Armenian alienation was largely the consequence of a 
polarization that the radical politics of war, including the sus-
pension of reform, and spoliation by requisition had caused in 
the country from August 1914. There were instances of sabotage 
and many desertions of both Muslims and non- Muslim young 
men.115 The reports for which Talaat asked the provincial and 
military authorities in August 1915 as pieces of justification are 
poor fabrications ex post facto. A recent study has analyzed in 
detail a lengthy report written by Mehmed Reşid, the gover-
nor of Diyarbekir, and qualified the report’s main arguments— 
alleged Armenian conspiracy, circulation of secret plans, secret 
mobilization, American missionaries leading an Armenian 
revolt— as “little more than nonsense.”116

In an interview in mid- May 1915, when the Armenian elite 
had been largely suppressed, Talaat gave exalted statements. 
They reflected the newly acquired self- confidence of an authori-
tarian demolitionist to whom victory at the Dardanelles had 
given a decisive kick. “Today we are strong, we are stronger 
than ever. See if there is still anybody among us who is not sure 
that we and our allies will win. . . . War can continue as much 
as it wants. Even the poorest man will not be hungry.” (In Syria 
alone, more than half a million Ottoman civilians starved to 
death in 1915– 19.) Talaat displayed no less misguided arrogance 
with regard to urban development: “You admire the progress 
that Istanbul shows since the last time you were in this town 
that you’ve known for a long time,” he said to a journalist. 
“Come again in two years, and you will then understand how 
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much our town has improved. The obstacles that impaired our 
progress are now removed, that is, the old treaties. The Otto-
man state can henceforth freely move its limbs.”117 By old trea-
ties Talaat meant the Ottoman Capitulations, the Berlin Treaty, 
and the 1914 Reform Agreement.

The removal of the Armenians from Eastern Asia Minor 
mainly took place from May to September 1915, and from 
Western Anatolia and the province of Edirne in Thrace from 
July to October. As mentioned in chapter 1 (sec. “Fraught but 
in Top Form”), a provisional law of 27 May 1915— the parlia-
ment had been closed on 13 March— sanctioned repression and 
mass deportation if national security was an issue. In Eastern 
Anatolia, men and youths were mostly massacred on the spot, 
with those in the army, separated into unarmed labor battal-
ions, also killed. At the Dardanelles and in Arabia, Armenian 
soldiers continued to fight in the Ottoman army. Removal 
from the West included men, and some of the deportees went 
by train. Women and children from Central and Eastern Asia 
Minor endured starvation, mass rape, and enslavement on 
their marches. In certain places, in particular, in the province 
of Diyarbekir, removal amounted to a prompt extermination 
of men, women, and children.

Extermination and robbery also struck more than half of 
Diyarbekir’s Assyrian (Syriac) Christians and, in mid- June 1915, 
tens of thousands of Assyrians in the province of Bitlis. Alto-
gether, Hakkâri included, about a quarter of a million died as 
victims of the Seyfo, the Assyrian genocide. As early as 26 Octo-
ber 1914, Talaat had ordered the governor of Van to remove the 
Assyrian population in Hakkâri near the Persian border. He 
could not, however, implement this early policy of removal and 
dispersal in late 1914 and never did transform it into a general, 
countrywide policy of removal and extermination, as he did in 
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the case of the Armenians. In June 1915 a policy of destruction 
was nevertheless applied against the Syriac enclave in Hakkâri. 
In the case of the region of Hakkâri, two- thirds of about one 
hundred thousand Syrians perished, while the others managed 
to escape to Russian- held territory.118

Thus, most Christians, Armenian and Assyrian, were mas-
sacred in or removed from the East from late spring to autumn 
1915, and all Armenian assets were transferred to the state or to 
the Muslim population. Armenian existence was extinguished, 
including culture, religion, and language. By July 1915, all Arme-
nian newspapers (except in the capital) were forbidden, and the 
remaining Armenian- speaking people in Eastern Asia Minor 
had to do all their communication exclusively in Turkish.119 
Although Talaat’s scheme of persecution and removal explic-
itly targeted the Armenians, it also unleashed widespread anti- 
Christian dynamics in the East. These tactics tied in directly 
with the polarizing war and jihad propaganda that began 
regionally in August 1914 and in a more general but relevant 
way with the Hamidian massacres of 1895.

———

Talaat led the overall scheme of removal and transfer of assets. 
All in all, he connived with, installed, or co- opted regional rep-
resentatives of his regime in violent or illegally coercive action, 
and with perpetrators in mass murder. He did not or could not 
stop mass rape, slave markets, or widespread corruption. Head 
of a demolitionist, lumpen rule, he systematically promoted 
CUP radicals and deposed governors who opposed his lawless 
destruction.

Cemal alone, the governor- general of Syria, made plans for 
the resettlement of a large fraction of survivors and arranged 
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punishment for a few manifest crimes against Armenian indi-
viduals. Even though Talaat appointed the so- called Commis-
sion of Mazhar in fall 1915 (led by the former vali Hüseyin 
Mazhar) to investigate unlawful conduct, there was not one 
officially filed case for crimes committed against Armenians, 
despite the commission’s incriminating findings.120 Talaat 
concentrated on cases of individual enrichment detrimental 
to the state— not on the basic crimes of murder and spolia-
tion of the main Christian victims. He postponed even limited 
cases of prosecution to a future that never arrived in Turkey, 
since after Talaat’s fall, the chance to take some steps of basic 
justice was missed in the turbulence of the war for Anatolia 
(1919– 22).

Under Talaat, overstrung ambition met corruption and mur-
der, and angst met illusion and hubris. Governors colluded with 
regional bullies, and party commissaries assumed arbitrary 
local rule. All of this was made administratively possible under 
Talaat’s aegis, the first phase of the genocide in Asia Minor in 
spring through autumn 1915. He depended on compliant, and 
at times proactive, subordinates to implement the April– May 
scheme in the provinces. Particularly appropriate for the task 
were ambitious but pliable young men and senior functionaries 
with tarnished reputations who had to prove zeal and success. 
Where governors were less manageable, Talaat needed more 
time to implement the scheme. In very limited zones, he could 
not realize it at all, for example, in Kütahya, İzmir, and Dersim, 
or only slowly, as in Ankara.121 Ali Mazhar Bey, vali of Ankara, 
refused Talaat’s orders in spring 1915, explaining to the city 
council that his conscience forbade him to do so. Hence, the 
minister sent him a young emissary called Atıf Bey (Kamçıl), 
who announced “oral orders from the Ministry of the Interior 
concerning the massacre and the extermination of Armenians 
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during their deportation. I thought, ‘No Atıf Bey. I am a gover-
nor, not a bandit. I cannot do that, I can get up from this chair, 
[and] you can come and do it yourself!’ I said.”

In consequence, Talaat appointed Atıf as acting governor 
of Ankara Province. By an unusually direct and insinuating 
move, he attempted nevertheless to impose his will on Mazhar 
in a telegram on 22 June: “To Aleppo Governor Mazhar in 
Ankara: Considering the importance of the Aleppo Province 
because of the transfer and installation of Armenians, as well 
as your experience and knowledge of this province [Mazhar 
had served there before] and your agreement on the aforesaid 
subject [Talaat’s imputation!], your designation in Aleppo 
has been agreed. Being convinced that you could not refuse 
this office on such a critical topic and at such an important 
moment, the ministry has not requested your prior approval.” 
Mazhar, however, refused, preferring retirement instead, 
although he was only forty- seven years old. Afterward, Talaat 
defamed Ali Mazhar as a corrupt functionary, whereas Arme-
nian survivors testified for “this law- abiding and truly consci-
entious government official” who had protected all Christians 
seeking shelter under his government, yet he was replaced by 
“a twenty- seven- year- old murderer named Atıf and a very 
young police chief of twenty- five years who was at least as 
strong a hater of Christians and as much full of greed for their 
property.”122

Regarding the capital, where many international (foremost 
German) diplomats, merchants, and journalists lived, Talaat 
knew from the outset that a special proceeding was needed. 
He therefore made do with the arrest of Armenian elites 
and the deportation of Armenians who were not long- term 
residents.123 Every region and province had its own charac-
teristics. Deportations from Eastern Asia Minor included 
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almost no men, because these were killed on the spot, in con-
trast to deportations from Western Asia Minor and Thrace 
that partly used the Anatolian Railway. The overall goal was 
the same— the eviction of the Armenians— as was a lawless 
and corrupt, yet brutal and efficient, operational style. In the 
memoirs of Talaat’s high official Hamid Kapancızâde, Talaat’s 
make- and- break style, which had older roots that this study 
connects with premodern imperial bias, caused the country’s 
long- term decay.

Diyarbekir and its governor, Mehmed Reşid, are a case in 
point. Talaat knew well the former district governor of Karesi, 
who had become a Rûm- hater. He also knew well his capable 
collaborator Hamid, whom he had made the governor of Diyar-
bekir in early September 1914. Yet the problem with Hamid was 
his rationality, incorruptibility, and sense for justice. The Feb-
ruary 1914 reform plan had caused “much excitement and alarm 
among the Islamic population” of Diyarbekir, according to a 
governor’s report. CUP men affiliated with Feyzi  Pirinççizâde 
proceeded to foment hatred against the local Christians, who 
were “in complete despair,” according to Hamid’s predecessor. 
The first step from hatred to violence took place on 19 August 
1914, when the city’s main market was burned down and Arme-
nian merchandise looted. Hamid successfully began to estab-
lish security in the town and the province in autumn 1914. “I 
did not show friendship to the Armenians,” he responded to 
reproaches, “nor enmity. There was no event that could [jus-
tifiably] have drawn hostility against this [Armenian] nation 
in my time [as governor].” Enver, however, ordered Hamid to 
send his unit of experienced gendarmes to Erzurum to join 
the war, although Hamid argued that he sorely needed them 
to maintain law and order in his province. “Rationality was, 
however, to no avail.”124
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In Diyarbekir, Hamid opposed widespread theft, committed 
under the guise of requisitions and war taxes, by officers, func-
tionaries, and notables. He was therefore not only not favored 
by the local elite but also defamed as a person who vilified 
the army. Yet the main, though unwritten, argument against 
Hamid in early spring 1915 was that he would not implement 
anti- Armenian orders in the brutal and criminal way that was 
needed to achieve the goal intended by the imminent scheme. 
Reşid therefore replaced Hamid in late March 1915. “Crazy” 
Hamid was a rare high functionary in the state apparatus who, 
mentally almost free from imperial bias, did not lose his sober 
mind when his superiors did all they could to stigmatize the 
Armenians. This moral strength and close look at realities dis-
tinguishes him also from some high officers in the CUP who, 
though maintaining ethical standards and protesting partisan 
local government, still shared entrenched prejudices, notably 
against Armenian Christians.125

A year older than Talaat, and a cofounder of the CUP in 1889, 
Reşid was not an easy subordinate for Talaat. Moreover, he had 
become nervous, if not disordered, by late 1914, after Talaat had 
displaced him and his family several times. “Instead of the old 
poised character and calm [of before 1912], there was an appall-
ing ambition and arrogance,” wrote Süleyman Nazif, governor 
of Baghdad in late 1914. He had met Reşid there, whom he 
knew earlier. He then observed a disturbing lack of discipline 
among the latter’s children, who destroyed, with their father’s 
compliance, precious books and pictures in the house of an 
Englishman where Reşid’s family temporarily stayed before he 
was sent to govern Basra. From there he informed Talaat how 
tribes and local forces were to be organized in order to “throw 
the enemies into the sea.” Three months later, he was moved to 
Diyarbekir.126
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Governor Reşid assured his superior in advance that he 
would take harsh action against the Armenians in Diyarbekir. 
In contrast to Hamid, he immediately fraternized after arrival 
with the local elite close to the CUP branch. At the same time, 
he affronted the Armenians, the other Christians, and even 
the Yezidis, all of whom were easy scapegoats. Since its ori-
gins in the late nineteenth century, the Diyarbekir CUP group 
despised the Yezidi minority in- line with entrenched religious 
prejudices. His message to Talaat on 17 April, in which he 
announced harsh measures against the Yezidis, began with 
the stereotypical set phrase, also used by Talaat against the 
Armenians and Assyrians: “Since ever the Yezidis [do this and 
that misdeed].”127 Using slander, Reşid put the blame for the 
obvious irregularities during the requisitions on Armenian 
members of a commission dominated by the local CUP, then 
proceeded to implement a general purge of Armenian employ-
ees in the local administration. He had brought with him a 
loyal troop of about thirty (mainly Circassians) that had served 
him already in Karesi.

This strike force formed the core of his security forces and 
was joined by the local gendarmerie and a militia under Mus-
tafa Cemilpaşazâde, a prominent member of the local CUP. 
Talaat wired him the important sum of five hundred Ottoman 
pounds for this actual “terrorist organization.”128 It was Reşid’s 
main instrument in a repression that killed most Armenians 
and a majority of other Christians in the province of Diyarbekir 
in spring and summer 1915. Already on 16 April 1915, Reşid’s 
forces surrounded the Armenian quarter, searched the houses, 
raped and plundered, and arrested several hundred men. Actu-
ally, Reşid anticipated measures that Talaat triggered in general 
only on 24 April. In- line with his radically anti- Christian mind- 
set and the general religious polarization in the East, he largely 
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included the Assyrians in the repression. A cultural Muslim and 
not pious at all, but a social Darwinist, Reşid argued strongly 
against a “door of conversion” through which Armenians could 
be saved.129

As Cavid privately assessed in summer 1915, Talaat basically 
identified with “disordered ideas,” though not only of “a few 
 idiots in the Central Committee” but, importantly, also of pro-
tagonists on the spot, such as Reşid, because Talaat mirrored 
the forces around him as much as he managed them. This fun-
damental fact is to be kept in mind and not to be obfuscated 
either by Talaat’s at times deceiving (at other times blunt) 
statements or by administrative correspondence or routines 
that reflected only certain levels or instances of a more com-
prehensive real rule. When Reşid informed Talaat on 27 April 
1915 about measures already taken and soon to be taken in the 
whole province, concluding hopefully that in his province there 
would “shortly be no question of the eastern provinces left,” he 
hit the mark of Talaat’s preoccupation.130 Both knew that the 
extermination of the Armenians was meant.

Actively and proactively, local leaders and officials like Reşid 
acted largely within the framework that Talaat had established 
and whose evolution he accepted or determined in spring 1915. 
This did not exclude harsh inquiry. Reşid was repeatedly made 
to feel that he remained a subordinate despite the far- reaching 
scope of a brutal, lawless, and undisciplined provincial lumpen 
rule. Tarnished as he was already before arriving in Diyarbekir, 
Reşid did all he could to prove his zeal, exhibit patriotic radical-
ism, and make aggressive proposals for neighboring Urfa as well 
as Diyarbekir. His radicalism went hand in hand with an almost 
hysterical mind- set. In the case of Urfa, he accused the author-
ities of passivity, threatening that “the Muslim people would 
occupy the [local] government [building].” Like instigators 
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of the religiously tinted 1895 mob violence, he pointed to the 
Armenians, who would soon “impertinently attack and mas-
sacre the Muslims.”131

Even if abuses, murders, and robbery happened in Diyar-
bekir, as he admitted to his superior, he assured him “with total 
honesty” that he had done all to prevent them, but that the 
local people had attacked the caravans of deportees like swarms 
of ants. In that point he was not wrong: there was predatory, 
murderous agency on the ground, just as Talaat was not wrong 
in pointing to mistakes made in the provinces. Yet in the end, 
national, regional, and local levels worked together willingly 
in a destruction whose main architect was Talaat. Reşid stated 
on 18 September 1915 that he had removed 120,000 Armenians 
from his province.132 In the case of Diyarbekir, this meant death 
within the province for nearly all those “removed.”

With all its self- praise, Reşid’s discourse betrays a defensive, 
unconfident position. His correspondence with his superior 
thus always gave Talaat a lever to use on his uneasy subor-
dinate, who proved as useful and efficient a collaborator in 
1915 as he had at the beginning and during the Rûm removal 
in 1913– 14. Even if Reşid’s killing of Assyrians created prob-
lems with German diplomacy, in the end, the superior stood 
behind a governor who was neither able nor willing to protect 
non- Armenian Christians. For Reşid, they were all mentally 
“poisoned” and “turned against us by English [i.e., American] 
missionaries.” Talaat did not back district governors, such as 
Hüseyin Nesimi and Ali Sabid, who, opposing Reşid’s brutal 
orders, were killed by Reşid’s death squad; nor did he enforce 
penal prosecution in such cases. Political convenience con-
cealed criminality. Talaat backed those who acted within 
his fundamentally anti- Christian scheme of demographic 
uprooting and economic transfer in favor of the state and the 
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Muslims— even if funds taken from the Armenians were used 
for regional needs and not transferred to the central govern-
ment’s account, as Reşid did with the Abandoned Property 
Commission in Diyarbekir.133

Mirroring and Managing Anti- Christian  

Forces in the East

Reşid was proactive in the exterminatory repression of Otto-
man Christians in his province (Diyarbekir) from late March 
1915. In the province of Erzurum, the military command, the 
Special Organization (SO), and the governorate pioneered a 
murderous removal of the entire Armenian population from 
early May onward. From March, they had shaped Talaat’s per-
ception of the issue. All actors in the East cooperated closely 
with Talaat, who again mirrored— as much as he managed and 
coordinated— the forces on the ground, no less than those in 
the capital. SO head Bahaeddin Şakir and Governor Tahsin, 
both political intimates of Talaat’s, were based in Erzurum, as 
was the headquarters of the Third Army under Mahmud Kâmil, 
the military commander in the eastern provinces.

Şakir had gone to Istanbul in March 1915 to brief the com-
mittee on “the Armenian and other issues.” In communication 
with the neighboring provinces, Tahsin and Kâmil had “deter-
mined the line of action to pursue vis- à- vis the Armenians,” as 
Tahsin wrote to Talaat in a message on 18 March. Tahsin called 
Vramian’s complaints “nonsense” and opined that “for the 
moment,” the assignment of the Armenian soldiers to disarmed 
labor batallions and measures against Armenian deserters were 
the appropriate line of conduct; “a domestic issue should not 
be aroused.”134 This language reveals that by mid- March in 
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Erzurum, different scenarios regarding the Armenians were 
considered. Discussions with Şakir in Istanbul incorporated 
such designs before he turned back in early April.

Correspondence between Talaat and Tahsin from late 
December 1914 to April 1915 documents how the upright Tah-
sin, a junior but influential governor who was respected by the 
Armenians in Van, caved under superior figures in Erzurum, 
step- by- step, into monstrous inhumanity. Yet his immature 
belief in conquest and readiness for radical policy had foreshad-
owed the risk of such a shift, as did imperial and anti- Armenian 
prejudices.135 He was still on top of the world by the end of 1914 
(“war continues with perfect success”), sobered but zealous by 
10 January 1915 (“with full faith we will struggle and doubtless 
win”), and rather down in the dumps in a long telegram in late 
January, when the military catastrophe and its consequences, 
including typhus and thousands of Muslim refugees, had 
become manifest.136

Still, he escaped into illusion: “The war for Caucasus is a 
newborn baby that has got its name. . . . Let us not make it an 
orphan.” There was “no house in Erzurum without tears. Misery 
and distress have reached a climax.” The only possible cure “for 
the people in the province,” according to Tahsin, was victory 
and revenge. By early March 1915, Tahsin’s perception and lan-
guage markedly altered. He referred to his exchange of informa-
tion with the neighboring provinces and now described “the 
Armenians of the environs” as Russophiles who “had decided 
on a rebellion,” to be started at “an appropriate moment,” 
because of “many reasons and proofs.” He begged Talaat “to 
turn to this issue by April.” This language was in tune with that 
of Tahsin’s close party brother Abdülhalik, governor of Bitlis, 
who, one and a half months later, in a telegram on 18 April 1915, 
went so far as to suggest to Talaat that “the extermination of 
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these elements [Armenians in Bitlis], which had always been 
a threat to the state in these parts of the homeland . . . was a 
requirement for the security of the state.” In agreement with 
CUP’s social Darwinism, Abdülhalik expressed fear of Arme-
nian dominance in the region, based on socioeconomic Arme-
nian superiority and demographic developments detrimental 
to the Muslims, due to war. He answered his peer group’s angst 
by suggesting to destroy the Armenians as such.137

A telegram by Tahsin on 22 April 1915 was another trigger 
for Talaat’s 24 April orders. Tahsin first stated that he was often 
on the telegraph line with Cevdet and Abdülhalik. He then 
drew attention to a serious situation in Van, “in every sense a 
rebellion in favor of the Russians,” that could, however, remain 
isolated if, “please God, [it was] quickly and violently sup-
pressed,” as Cevdet was attempting to do. If not, “a spread of 
rebellion to the other provinces” was “strongly to be expected.” 
Tahsin then fell back into imperial language: “If Armenians 
attack Muslims, they logically will be subjected to mutual mas-
sacre; this is the pace of the matter. If the Sublime Porte now 
explains to the friendly states the political necessity [of this 
pace?], they will perhaps not hinder [us] in the near future.” 
(Under Sultan Abdulhamid, official reports represented the 
mass murder of Armenians as mutual killings provoked by the 
latter.)138

This was important advice for Talaat. From the context, 
“political necessity” implied violent coercion, if not mass vio-
lence. This was, in fact, part of the April 1915 design, as Talaat 
himself conceded when writing in late August that additional 
atrocities were not needed because “the Armenian issue 
belonging to the eastern provinces is resolved.” Military and 
civil intelligence from Erzurum in April 1915 with regard to 
the eastern provinces suggested regional Armenian rebellion. 
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This was, however, entirely on the level of suspicion, except for 
the locally limited defense of Van. A military report from the 
Third Army to Enver’s headquarters on 14 April had explicitly 
denied any “serious and general rebellious movement,” because 
those suspected of starting it “did not have the courage,” even 
if the delicate situation was suitable to a rebellion. In any case, 
the governors and the army corps were instructed to severely 
suppress any suspicious Armenian activity. There was no insur-
gency in Erzurum, “but the Armenian population is alarmed 
and fears massacres,” the German vice- consul Max Scheubner- 
Richter reported in late April. Like the Armenians, he still 
believed Tahsin to be friendly and moderate, as judged from 
his manners and the fame of his former office in Van.139

In reality, Tahsin was not only henceforth Talaat’s willing 
executioner, as officially ordered in the 24 April orders, but 
remained proactive, made proposals, and gave information on 
the neighboring provinces as well.140 He stood closer to his 
superior and was more self- confident than Reşid; still, he had 
to prove his devotion and his “idealism” (mefkûrecilik, that is, 
his nationalist creed in the vein of Gökalp) to CUP luminary 
Talaat. As usual in imperial communication, he did not stint 
on paying deference to his superior— “With perfect respect I 
kiss your hands”— again and again. Talaat’s best trump in his 
interaction with subordinates and political friends was to have 
succeeded in making them all believe in his superior patriotism. 
This made him almost invulnerable, and capable of using the 
imperial administration to destroy the Ottoman social fabric.

Reacting to a specific military proposal, on 9 May Talaat 
ordered the governors of Van and Bitlis, Cevdet and Abdülhalik, 
assisted by the army, to deport Armenians “from places where 
they were concentrated, to the south.” Since a part of the prov-
ince of Erzurum was included, Tahsin was also informed of this 
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first order to remove all Armenians of a region. “These efforts 
will produce very useful results,” Talaat promised in his tele-
gram. Removal from Van and Bitlis was actually retarded. The 
removals initiated by the Fourth Army in February– March for 
Dörtyol and Zeitun, and that by Enver’s headquarters on 2 May 
for Van, had been limited. Talaat himself developed a scheme 
that concerned the whole country, made operational in May.141

Mid- May, Tahsin had begun to deport the first villagers 
but had not yet fully understood Talaat’s design. “I did not 
think so far as [Der ez- ]Zor. . . . Since there are no Armenians 
in Kastamonu yet [Northern Anatolia, west of Erzurum], I 
thought to send them there. Now, according to your order, I 
will send them to Urfa and Mosul.”142 Tahsin’s correspondence 
with Talaat reveals how he organized deportation and followed 
Talaat’s instructions, although he emphasized to the German 
vice- consul the demand of the Third Army, since military 
necessity was the only argument to be used before German 
diplomacy. General Kâmil’s and SO chief Şakir’s extermina-
tory radicalism strongly affected the scheme of global removal 
that started in Erzurum. Interestingly, there had been a last self- 
critical searching in Tahsin’s soul: “There would have been no 
revolt at Van if we had not ourselves created [it], with our own 
hands, by using force, this impossible situation from which we 
are incapable of extricating ourselves, and also the difficult posi-
tion in which we have put the army on the eastern front,” he 
wrote to Talaat on 13 May 1915.143

Whereas Tahsin had displayed vivid emotions regarding 
Muslim refugees and to the tears of Muslims in Erzurum, he 
showed no compassion at all for Ottoman Armenians, even if 
they were slaughtered and died in the tens of thousands from 
starvation.144 He wrote and acted now as a social Darwinist, 
eager to inform Talaat how successfully he had implemented 
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his orders, and he was highly irritated to see Scheubner- Richter 
showing solidarity with the victims and investigating abuses: 
“Your behavior is a shame, while hundreds of thousands of Mus-
lims are dying for our common interests.” The German did not 
give in, however, when Tahsin complained to Talaat. “He said 
that he had taken an order from the embassy and will prepare 
a report on the killings.” Talaat asked Tahsin for more informa-
tion against Scheubner- Richter to present to Wangenheim.145

Communication from Tahsin to Talaat was intense:

Shall the Armenians of Harput and Diyarbekir, and, above 
all, those from Sivas also be removed? In [the whole prov-
ince of ] Erzurum they have decreased to less than a half 
[of 135,000]. . . . In your excellent first order the necessity 
to action at densely populated places was emphasized. In 
this province they [the Armenians] have fallen to 4 percent 
[related to centers]. Shall we remove the very last Armenian 
individual? In the district of Hınıs, 3,000 men have been 
killed by Kurds. In general, now only women and children 
remain.

Interestingly, Talaat answered Tahsin that it wasn’t necessary 
to deport the Armenians from Diyarbekir, Harput, and Sivas. 
Writing on 29 May, still before Wangenheim’s explicit approval 
“to evacuate a few subversive families from centers of insurrec-
tion,” he may have preserved a low profile vis- à- vis his subordi-
nate. In a message on 23 May to Cemal, the military governor of 
Syria, he had, however, already defined a huge area composed 
of Erzurum, Van, Bitlis, Adana, Mersin, Maraş, Iskenderun, and 
Aleppo, from which, with a few exceptions, the Armenians were 
to be removed.146

Among many other sources, Tahsin’s telegrams demonstrate 
that from the beginning of Talaat’s global removal scheme, the 
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state failed dramatically in protecting its civilians, although 
Tahsin wrote that he dispatched gendarmes at times. The gover-
nor may or may not have colluded in organizing SO massacres 
on a scale far beyond random local violence. Thanks to his effi-
ciency and loyalty, as well as his relationship with Enver, Tahsin 
enjoyed great influence. This is reflected in his style of commu-
nication with Talaat that combined administrative directness 
with the “idealist” self- identification of a komiteci, audacious 
proposals, and insider allusions between the lines.

Talaat’s removal- resettlement scheme gave the frustrated 
governors in the East a new goal and a feeling of imperial 
power, after they had experienced disillusionment, frustration, 
and impotence in the aftermath of a failed campaign for con-
quest. The thirty- six- year- old governor Tahsin embraced this 
with youthful enthusiasm. “If you can send 40,000 to 50,000 
muhacir from Rumeli, they can be resettled quite nicely and 
receive subsistence,” he wrote in a late May telegram that also 
demanded the rapid resettlement of muhacir in the district of 
Kığı, before “bandits from Dersim” could steal or destroy what 
was in the houses.147

Talaat’s scheme started in Diyarbekir and Erzurum, making 
all of Asia Minor and Northern Syria an arena of mass crimes 
within months. A great number of villages and agricultural areas 
became fair prey and were offered to Muslim migrants, if others 
had not already served themselves. The deportees themselves, 
and what they possessed, were also considered fair prey. These 
civilians were spoliated, raped, abducted, and murdered en 
masse— without any protection and punishment of the offend-
ers.148 As a rule, the men were separated from the women and 
children before or at the beginning of the deportation and 
killed. By early summer 1915, the previously, seemingly promis-
ing, and enlightened vali Tahsin of Van had turned out to be a 
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henchman who would do anything within Talaat’s scheme. He 
“brotherly” (as he himself wrote) asked what to do with a num-
ber of employees and gendarmes involved in “shameful acts and 
corruption” but without further consequence. In a circular in 
mid- June, Talaat had asked governors “to protect the life of the 
ousted [Erzurum] Armenians en route according to the gover-
nors’ possibilities.” If violence was applied, “the [local] people 
should not be involved. Mutual killings between the elements, 
and thus events that leave an ugly impression to the outside 
world,” should be prevented. The only point of concern was 
image and prestige.149

Since German vice- consul Scheubner- Richter continued to 
support victims in the province of Erzurum, Tahsin defamed 
him even more to Talaat and also denigrated him before 
Wangenheim, insinuating that he was a womanizer and igno-
rant of higher state interests. During a meeting of Tahsin and 
Scheubner- Richter with the German physician of the military 
hospital in Erzincan,150 Scheubner- Richter argued against his 
compatriot in favor of Tahsin, saying that “if a nation undertook 
a similar rebellion in Germany it would immediately be wiped 
out.”151 This greatly impressed the thirty- one- year- old vice- 
consul, who still believed in Tahsin’s moderation and humanity, 
and that only the militaries wanted “to entirely exterminate the 
Armenians,” thereby establishing a postwar “Turkey without 
Armenians,” as Kâmil said.152 Upright but naive, Scheubner- 
Richter changed his opinion. “We are now entirely unanimous,” 
Tahsin boasted to Talaat; Scheubner- Richter “consented that 
the proceeding of the government was justified.” Tahsin pro-
posed to the Ministry of the Interior that Scheubner- Richter 
be given a decoration. Even if Scheubner- Richter partly gave in, 
Tahsin exaggerated. Scheubner- Richter’s “conversion” to social 
Darwinist radicalism did not take place then, and on Turkish 
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terms, but after 1918. After returning to his hometown, Riga, 
which was soon occupied by Soviets, he went to Munich, where 
he became a radical antiminoritarian and, in particular, anti- 
Jewish fanatic. He was shot during the so- called Hitler Putsch 
of 1923 in Munich, at Adolf Hitler’s side, being by then, in Hit-
ler’s dictum, Hitler’s “right hand.”153

Tahsin also denigrated and threatened the Alevi Kurds of 
Dersim, who feared facing the same fate as the Armenians. He 
reproached them for contributing nothing to “our holy war” 
and for having committed the perfidy of protecting thousands 
of Armenians. “They know that, faced with such ignominies, the 
government will not remain idle.” Now no longer only imperi-
ally biased against minorities, in Erzurum Tahsin evolved into 
a fanatic who was gravely affected by mass crime and a utopia- 
dystopia of Turan. In late August 1915, the CUP-SO circle in 
Erzurum dreamed again of a new offensive. In the name of 
 Tahsin, his deputy sent the following telegram of the SO-leaders 
Ömer Naci and Filipeli Hilmi: “This is for Talaat Bey and the 
Central Committee. . . . Hitherto, there was not the [necessary] 
seriousness, effort, and contribution to pursue vigilantly the 
road to Turan. I assure [you] that within two months Azer baijan, 
including Tabris, can be occupied without any illusion.”154 CUP 
and SO executives shared the ongoing fixation on Caucasian 
conquest with other actors of genocide. At the Holiday of Sac-
rifice (Kurban Bayramı) in October 1915, Diyarbekir governor 
Reşid was telegraphically congratulated by a district vice gover-
nor “for having gained us the six [Eastern] provinces and [hav-
ing opened up] access to Turkestan and to Caucasia.”155

They all appeared galvanized by the anti- Armenian exploit 
and ready for a new campaign toward Turan. Tahsin was how-
ever deeply depressed a few months later by the capitulation of 
Erzurum. The same day that the provincial capital was captured 
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(16 February 1916), he sent for Şakir from neighboring Erzincan 
a telegram to Talaat saying that a specter was manifesting: 
“Eastern Anatolia— a Christian region.” For the first time he felt 
compelled to ask for resignation, while simultaneously express-
ing his “highest desire” to go back to the provincial capital “in 
order to take revenge for the [Muslim] people” of Erzurum. 
In April, he reassured Talaat that in all regions of the province 
from which the army had retired, no Armenian had been left. In 
July, finally, he wrote that the disasters that he had experienced 
over the past four years had overshadowed his mind. “I have 
done my duty. God is witness. I am an unfortunate person.”156 
The man who had been responsible for mass murder now wal-
lowed in self- pity.

In short, the correspondence from representatives in the East 
reflects a weltanschauung, according to which Islamic Turkdom 
and Christians fought an exterminatory war for territory. More 
characteristically, the correspondence details the collapse of 
a war of expansion, the recalibration of the aggression against 
a domestic enemy (or genocide as a war duty), the resump-
tion of the former desire of conquest once the Armenians were 
“removed,” and frustration, depression, and self- pity after the 
Russian breakthrough.

Benefiting from seeing the bigger picture than his subordi-
nates, Talaat was able to refocus on the more realistic goal of a 
Türk Yurdu in Anatolia, although he did not give up the Cauca-
sian dream. After the Russian breakthrough and the conquest 
of Erzurum and Trabzon, he concentrated on a new policy of 
deportation of Pontus Rûm at the Black Sea. Prudently at first, 
as long as Greece remained neutral, he strictly limited remov-
als to zones of military importance where contact with Rus-
sian ships was possible. But in autumn 1916, when the end of 
Greek neutrality appeared imminent as Entente troops entered 
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parts of Greece, he then implemented his scheme generally. As 
a consequence, scenes of massacre, rape, and spoliation, similar 
to those in 1915, took place against tens of thousands of Pontus 
Rûm— men, women, and children. The same SO gangs as in 
1915, the most notorious being that of Topal Osman, again took 
action. Trabzon governor Cemal Azmi, a main perpetrator who 
had enriched himself by plundering Armenians in 1915, assured 
his superior in a telegram on 27 June 1916 that, as in the Arme-
nian case, he fully engaged in saving the holy fatherland from 
traitors.157

Governors in the East, such as Tahsin, Cevdet, Abdülhalik, 
Azmi, and Reşid, who had set their hopes on Caucasian con-
quest and had organized mass crimes and enriched themselves 
with plunder and power, remained gravely affected by the toxic 
mix of evil, misery, bad reputation, and unfulfilled ideological 
desire. The whole country, however, was badly affected already 
by summer 1915. When, after protracted negotiations in Ber-
lin, an unsuspecting Cavid came back to Istanbul on 19 August 
1915, he was surprised to find “a country very much decrepit 
materially and spiritually,” as he noted on the day of his arrival. 
“Despite the [successful] defense at the Dardanelles, the morale 
is degenerate.”158

Leading Assimilation, Plunder, 

Extermination, Nation Building

As much marked by, as having contributed to, a “degenerate 
morale” in the capital, from the very first stage, Talaat and his 
close political friends had inscribed mass crime into their proj-
ect of an imperially connotated new Turkish nation building, 
the result of which were very distant, viable futures for Asia 
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Minor. Talaat’s comprehensive effort at new nation building 
was, first, demolition and spoliation. This included not only 
mass removal, demographic engineering, and comprehensive 
looting but also starvation and systematic mass killing. Mass 
murder took on unspeakable dimensions when the concen-
tration camps situated in Syria’s desert, from Aleppo to Der 
ez- Zor, were liquidated in summer 1916. With the purpose of 
achieving an exclusive Turkish- Muslim unity in Asia Minor, 
Talaat’s policy “replaced” the removed Christian population 
with Muslim migrants. Moreover, Talaat sought to “dilute” 
non- Turkish identities of Muslim groups and considered these 
groups fit for assimilation into the new nation of a “new Tur-
key,” in contrast to Ottoman Christians.

Talaat’s demolitionist domestic policy had started as a con-
sequence of the Balkan Wars, and from spring 1914 the Rûm 
presence on the Aegean coast was erased. His policy reached 
an unprecedented extent with the Armenians in April 1915 by 
embracing its most ambitious and comprehensive scheme of 
erasure and demographic change. Talaat also engaged in the 
large- scale removal of Kurds from parts of the eastern prov-
inces in 1916, because to him many Kurds appreared as unreli-
able elements. It was a prime moment for him to exploit the fact 
that thousands of Kurds had fled before the advancing Russian 
army. In an order to Mustafa Atıf (the governor of Diyarbekir 
and successor of Mehmed Reşid) on 2 May 1916, Talaat defined 
his policy. He forbade sending Kurdish refugees from the war 
zones to southern regions “because they would either Arabize 
or preserve their nationality there and remain a useless and 
harmful element.” To be useful and acceptable elements of the 
new nation, Kurds, therefore, had to first lose their national-
ity (milliyet) and then be prevented from adopting others, like 
Arab or Armenian identities.
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In a telegram to Mustafa Atıf on 2 May 1916, Talaat ordered:

1. To send Turkish refugees and Turkified townspeople to the 
regions of Urfa, Maraş, and Anteb, and to settle them there. 
2. To separate by all means the chieftains from the com-
mon people [among Kurds], and to send separately influ-
ential personalities and leaders to the provinces of Konya 
and Kastamonu, and to the sanjak of Niğde and Kayseri, 
in order to prevent Kurdish refugees from preserving their 
tribal life and their nationality at the places where they have 
gone. 3. To disperse the sick, elderly, lonely, and poor women 
and children, who are unable to travel, in Turkish villages 
and among Turks in [the province of Diyarbekir’s] towns 
of Maden and Ergani . . . [and] 4. Correspondence will be 
conducted with the final destinations of the deportations. 
The method of distribution, settlement procedures, and how 
many deportees have been sent where and when will all be 
reported to the ministry.159

In another important telegram on 4 May 1916 to governors 
in Western Asia Minor, Talaat explained that nowhere should 
the Kurdish proportion of the regional population rise above 
5 percent. As in the case of other Muslim migrants, the Kurds’ 
needs should be supplied by Armenian assets (emvali- metruke, 
or abandoned properties).160

Ahmed İzzet Pasha, the former war minister, and in 1916 
commander of the Second Army (in 1917 of both the Second 
and the Third Armies) at the eastern front, strongly opposed 
the scheme of Kurdish removal, although, in the account of 
his memoirs, he appears not to have understood that this was 
Talaat’s policy. He blamed regional actors for wicked, brutal, 
and shortsighted rule, arguing that removal under the exist-
ing conditions was deadly, that Kurdish refugees from the war 
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zones could be settled close by, and that Kurds should not be 
sweepingly considered detrimental. Jakob Künzler, a Swiss 
medical missionary in Urfa and a rare foreign observer and 
reporter of the Kurdish removal, organized help for tens of 
thousands of Kurds who starved near Urfa in 1916, but most 
nonetheless died during the winter of 1916– 17, because the man-
agement of the Kurdish removal by Talaat’s ministry was utterly 
deficient. “The intention of the Young Turks was to keep these 
Kurdish elements from returning to their ancestral homeland. 
They should slowly become assimilated into Turkdom in Inner 
Anatolia,” Künzler wrote. “In spite of a good harvest that year, 
almost all of the deported Kurds were victims of the famine.”161

Kurdish mass deaths of 1916– 17 were, to put it mildly, the 
result of irresponsibility and negligence, but never of massacre. 
This distinguishes them from the Armenians both in the first 
phase and, in particular, in autumn 1915 into 1916, the second 
phase of the genocide in the Syrian Desert camps.

———

Talaat’s intent to kill Armenians en masse is already obvious in 
spring 1915 in the eastern provinces but unambiguous in the way 
he dealt with several hundred thousand Armenian survivors of 
the removal from Asia Minor who ended up in Northern Syria, 
most of them women and children. Although never himself on 
the spot during action, from the capital he closely led a whole 
range of actions through operatives of his ministry in order to 
reduce Armenian presence, in a sparsely habited zone outside 
Anatolia, below the level of 10 percent of the whole population. 
In plain language, this meant extermination.162

Talaat’s operatives reversed the efforts of some benevolent 
governors and other functionaries on the ground who, from 
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spring 1915, had taken seriously Talaat’s deceptive plan of Arme-
nian resettlement in Mesopotamia. These functionaries were 
removed, a modest resurgence of Armenian life in North Syr-
ian exile was purposely destroyed, and surviving Armenians 
themselves were once again deported to the districts of Rakka 
and Der ez- Zor. Deliberate starvation was intended to kill, yet 
still many managed to escape and survive under unspeakable 
conditions. From March to October 1916, according to current 
research, more than two hundred thousand of them were finally 
massacred, burned alive, or drowned, most of them in August– 
September, east of Der ez- Zor. This annihilation followed the 
same Armenophobic political logic that accompanied the liq-
uidation of the Armenian Patriarchate of Constantinople, the 
Patriarchate of Jerusalem, and the Catholicosate of Aghtamar 
in July 1916.163

Thanks to Khatchig Mouradian’s recent in- depth research, 
Talaat’s antiresettlement policy and his extermination of Arme-
nian life in Northern Syria, which began in earnest in March 
1916, is nakedly revealed. Talaat falsified his own statements 
of a few months earlier, although most contemporary people, 
including the victims themselves, lacked the insight to pen-
etrate the Ministry of the Interior’s thorough scheme for the 
genocide’s second phase. This left Cemal Pasha, the governor of 
Greater Syria, little room for Armenian- saving action, although 
he agreed as a whole with his CUP brother’s anti- Armenian 
policy, but only passively to the extermination of civilians.

Mouradian’s research, added to that of a few scholars before 
him, reveals more clearly the agonizing yet still partly successful 
Armenian resilience under extreme hardship against extermi-
nation by a perverted state that, rather than protecting all of its 
citizens annihilated an entire group of them. Mouradian rightly 
observes that beyond a broad, contemporary phenomenon of 
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internment, the Armenian case in Syria (as, on a smaller scale, 
that of the Herero in German South West Africa ten years ear-
lier) points to a new genocidal world of concentration camps in 
which, as much as ever, possible victims were made subordinate 
perpetrators.164

Working through devoted operatives, Talaat was the mas-
termind of this genocidal universe in Northern Syria. From 
July 1915 he began impeding aid to surviving deportees, and 
by early fall he controlled all dealings with hundreds of thou-
sands of deportees through trusted emissaries of his ministry. 
His purpose was the prevention and demolition of reconstitut-
ing communities of exiles. Since starvation did not decimate 
the survivors to the desired degree, in early 1916 he opted for 
active killing. In May, he replaced Der ez- Zor governor Ali Suat, 
who had tried to resettle at least part of the exiles according 
to the ministry’s original guidelines, with Salih Zeki, a willing 
mass murderer. Moreover, Talaat could rely on an indoctrinated 
Muslim majority that was largely hostile toward the Armenian 
deportees, especially once Armenians were blamed for epidem-
ics in the region. Although he often failed in this policy, he was 
keen to maintain the state’s monopoly on anti- Armenian vio-
lence and loot.165

Significantly, Talaat had insisted on sending Zeki, who had 
proved to be an anti- Armenian hard- liner while governing 
the district of Develü, province of Kayseri. Enver would have 
preferred Şefik as most appropriate for the needs of the army, 
since Der ez- Zor was logistically important for supplying the 
Sixth Army with all kinds of goods, yet he gave in to Talaat, 
who had written him:

When Şefik Bey was the governor of the district of Hakkari, 
he deputized [vali] Cevdet Bey during the latter’s absence 
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from the center. During this time, when the ministry sent 
orders for the arrest of Vramian and his peers, he hesitated 
to act. Until Cevdet’s return, he made unacceptable steps 
in order to appease the Armenians, who used the situation 
for bad subversion. Zeki Bey, in contrast, was a resolute and 
active governer of Develü. He perfectly executed the anti- 
Armenian measures and was therefore promoted to the 
post of a civil inspector [of the Ministry of the Interior]. We 
fully expect that he will very successfully execute his duties 
related to the army and Armenian goods in Der ez- Zor. Yet, 
if you are sure that Şefik Bey will not again hesitate when he 
must perform the measures against the Armenians, please let 
me know the arguments for Şefik Bey’s appointment to the 
government of Der ez- Zor.166

Human resistance against murderous authorities was mostly 
led by Armenian long- term residents of Aleppo who, like 
those in Istanbul, Talaat did, at first, not dare to persecute. Yet 
he finally struck their leaders in fall 1915 before the eyes of a 
strong international colony that included several consuls. Those 
involved in resistance, above all, missionaries, helped the Arme-
nian network to nonetheless succeed in a partial survival of the 
people who had been earmarked for death.

Talaat— the promising revolutionary leader of 1908 who had 
respected (though never fully accepted as equal) Armenian 
peers— became an obsessive anti- Armenian whose political 
hate included growing fear. He knew well his guilt, yet his belief 
in social Darwinism and a total war– jihad made the annihila-
tion of civilians, including women and children, acceptable for 
him. Mixing political hate with a cultural and biological under-
standing of Armenians, Talaat increasingly apprehended the 
latter’s survival outside Anatolia as a possible starting point for a 
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reversal of his political “achievements” for the Türk Yurdu. This 
went on file when Matthias Erzberger, a German deputy who 
was responsible for propaganda abroad and thus influential in 
foreign policy, visited him in February 1916. Henceforth, Talaat 
tangibly feared that after the war, Armenian survivors would 
return to their homeland and that Germany, in Erzberger’s 
words, would support them, as Talaat secretly wrote to Enver 
on 16 February.167

Active extermination in Northern Syria, beyond deliberate 
starvation, started in March 1916. In a circular to twenty- seven 
governerships, Talaat ordered that any employee who tolerated 
humanitarian help to Armenians by foreigners would be severly 
punished. Yet, as proved in many files of the Directorate of Gen-
eral Security in Talaat’s ministry,168 even after extermination 
was accomplished in fall 1916, he continued suspiciously track-
ing even individual Armenians, personally allowing (or not) 
conversions and prohibiting them to travel into Asia Minor or 
Istanbul.

Although claiming solidarity and principal consensus in his 
correspondence with Talaat, in 1916 Cemal nevertheless con-
tributed to saving tens of thousands of targeted Armenians 
by (formally) Islamizing them and resettling them more to 
the south. To do this, he still referred to the clear decision of 
spring 1915 that Armenians had to be resettled, and they could 
not become a majority.169 Cemal did this, however, with con-
descension. He largely employed Armenian slave labor and did 
not obstruct extermination as a whole in the northern part of 
his military governorate, where Talaat had the last say as far 
as Armenians were concerned. In contrast, he claimed the 
salvation of the “virtuous and heroic refugees” from Russian- 
occupied Erzurum, starving Muslims, to be “the religious and 
patriotic duty of every Turk.”170
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Beatrice Rohner, a Swiss teacher and member of a German 
Protestant mission, came from Marash to Aleppo in December 
1915 in order to help Armenians to survive. With money from 
the United States, Switzerland, and Germany, and discreetly 
supported by the American and German consuls, she took 
responsibility for an underground network of help via mes-
sengers who brought letters and small sums of money to the 
camps, thus allowing the displaced to buy food and water from 
nomads (Pastor Hovhannes Eskidjian, the founder and leader 
of the network, died of typhus in March 1916). Rohner legally 
ran an orphanage for nearly a thousand street kids, mostly 
Armenian, in Aleppo, as agreed in a meeting in late December 
1915 with Cemal Pasha and vali Abdülhalik (Renda), the for-
mer governor of Bitlis, a hard- liner and intimate of Talaat’s. He 
had just arrived to take the position of the short- term vali Bekir 
Sami, who had replaced Aleppo governor Mehmed Celâl Bey 
in late June 1915.

Celâl, former vali of Erzurum and former minister of the 
interior, had helped the local Armenians, first of all, the Aleppo 
community, to assist deportees arriving in Northern Syria, 
beginning with those from Zeytun in May 1915. From July 1915, 
Talaat, however, intervened against help for survivors in camps, 
although Cemal had initially authorized this help.171 In late July 
as well, Talaat set up a subdirectorate in Aleppo of his Director-
ate for Resettlement of Tribes and Migrants and made Abdu-
lahad Nuri its head. In August, he dispatched Şükrü (Kaya), 
the directorate’s head, to Aleppo to better oversee and organize 
his destructive treatment of the survivors. From October, all 
 nonlocal Armenians were ordered to be redeported to Rakka 
and Der ez- Zor, Aleppo was to be cleared of them, leaders were 
arrested, and the Catholicos had to leave the city as well, in 
his case, to Jerusalem. Hence, terror pervaded the Armenian 
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community of Aleppo in October 1915, and it feared that it 
would be removed as a whole.172 (Şükrü was another of Talaat’s 
docile young men who would occupy an important position 
during the Kemalist interwar period. He was the minister of 
the interior in 1927– 37.)

Although Şükrü (Kaya) established administrative regula-
tions in early October 1915, these and the Council of Ministers’ 
(de facto, Talaat’s) decree of 30 May and the guidelines of 10 
June 1915 on Armenian resettlement proved entirely ineffective 
right from the start, except for their destructive edge. The same 
was true with the regulations of 10 June on Armenian property 
(see below). Making himself a liar, Talaat intended a complete 
and illegal transfer of Armenian property to Muslim owners. 
No funds were allocated for the resettlement of Armenian sur-
vivors in Northern Syria. Within a year, Mouradian dryly states, 
“most of the deportees would be ‘settled’ under the sands of the 
desert.” Rohner, like any other foreign national or non- Muslim 
merchant, was prohibited to enter zones with Armenian camps 
from early 1916; in December 1915, she had visited camps. Lest 
the staggering truth be revealed, from September 1915, taking 
photographs of exiles was punished like photographing war 
theaters.173

The fragile but intrepid Rohner was only later able to report 
on her Gospel- inspired humanitarian resistance: “Never let 
us forget that the Pharaoh of Turkish hatred and the will to 
destruction [Vernichtungswillen] was after us and wanted at all 
costs to prevent a little people escaping his power. . . . How 
much we were disliked in Aleppo! Our simple presence was a 
permanent thorn in the flesh of those who were determined to 
destroy the remnants of the Armenian people. Every opportu-
nity to scatter these children, the hope of the future, again, to 
ban me from Aleppo, to hunt my co- workers into the desert, 



268 C h a p t e r  5

would have been warmly welcomed,”174 she wrote in post- 1933 
Germany, alluding to passages in the New Testament’s letter 
to the Hebrews, thus unmistakably drawing lessons on how to 
face Nazi persecution.

———

Removal, starvation, murder, and mass robbery: Talaat’s anti- 
Armenian policy had from the start an eminent material aspect 
for the state, local notables, and unashamed neighbors, yet, in 
particular, for the settlement of Muslims, that is, of nomads and 
all sorts of muhacir. Armenian assets were huge. They included 
private wealth, shops, businesses, concessions, and factories, 
as well as real estate and buildings of foundations and Arme-
nian churches (Orthodox, Protestant, and Catholic). Not all 
assets were transferred during World War I; it continued in the 
interwar period and the second half of the twentieth century 
as well. Only the deaths of the legitimate owners made the 
spoliators— principally, the Ministry of the Interior, the army, 
and local notables— feel safe in the possession of fresh loot 
from 1915 to 19 16. Talaat noted in his pocketbook around late 
1916 a part of the spoils: more than 40,000 buildings, 90,000 
dönüm farmland (a dönüm is an Ottoman measurement of little 
more than 1,000 square meters [1,094 square yards]), and 26 
mining concessions.175

In a blanket and flimsy ideological accusation, Talaat and 
the CUP reproached the Ottoman Armenians for enriching 
themselves at the expense of the Turks under Ottoman rule. 
They thus mixed the political attack on the Armenians with 
economic arguments of a class struggle, copied from contem-
porary socialism and motivated by social envy and material 
need. Talaat’s circle had partly used this tactic already during 
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the Rûm removal and the pre- 1914 boycotts.176 The government 
developed a legalist argument to cover crime, as did Germany 
after 1933. At the same time, in contrast to Germany, Talaat 
and the CUP could connect the argument with recent prac-
tices, since the lives and assets of Armenians had already been 
regarded lawful Muslim prey during the massacres of the 1890s, 
two decades before the genocide. The state had proved unable 
and unwilling to restore such property, mostly land, after 1908.

Senator Ahmed Rıza alone spoke truth to power in the par-
liament in autumn 1915: “If there is a constitution in this coun-
try and constitutional rule, this [law on “abandoned property”] 
must not be. It is a crime. Strong- arm me, expel me from my 
village, then sell my property: this is never lawful. No Otto-
man conscience or law can ever accept this.” Rıza’s statement 
had all the less impact as Talaat had intimidated him not to 
further press the issue. Yet, for posterity, the former spiritual 
head of the CUP testified clearly to the actual disruption and 
destruction of Ottoman bounds, conscience, and basic law. He 
implicitly condemned Talaat, who not only designed and oper-
ationalized the removal and material transfer, but also draped 
it in a legal cloak.177

From August 1914, military requisition had offered the 
opportunity for large- scale confiscations of (overproportion-
ally non- Muslim) goods, which at times had nothing to do with 
military needs. What began in May 1915 with the Armenian 
removal was, however, an entirely new dimension of material 
transfer. The accompanying legal provisions, starting in May, 
were partly a legalist disguise for manifest plunder before par-
liament and public and partly an open break with constitutional 
law. The provisions also served as a means to cozen and silence 
both the representatives of a morally defeatist German ally 
and the victims themselves. This is true particularly for those 
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provisions in May through June that spoke of dislocations lim-
ited to sensitive zones, suggested only temporary removal, and 
falsely promised restitution or full compensation and realloca-
tion of assets, all according to allegedly meticulous bookkeep-
ing by special commissions.

Talaat himself spun the web of fraud and lies designed to 
shield the crimes. Successfully urging for cabinet decrees, in 
late May 1915, he involved the whole government in his scheme. 
The decisive step was his long letter on 26 May to the grand 
vizier (see chap. 1, sec. “Fraught but in Top Form”). In the line 
of his argument of 24 April, he emphasized that, due to Arme-
nian treason, any further stabbing in the back of the Ottoman 
army had to be prevented. Then he described the necessity of 
removing Armenians from regions in Eastern and Southern 
Asia Minor and proposed instructions for how to deal with 
Armenian assets. These instructions made the false promises 
just mentioned.178 The Deportation Law of 27 May (a decree by 
the cabinet) sanctioned limited removals of subversive families, 
as had been realized already by the Third and Fourth Armies. In 
general terms, it demanded “the annihilation of any resistance” 
but did not give any instruction on expropriation or hint at an 
overall removal. Said Halim and Enver had signed it, but not 
Talaat. The cabinet decree of 30 May, however, was the con-
sequence and sanction of Talaat’s 26 May letter, from which it 
copied large passages.179

Armed with both decrees, simultaneously with Wangen-
heim’s approval of (limited) removals, from June 1915 Talaat 
enjoyed the necessary backing and the opportunity to remove 
and dispossess the most developed population group of the 
late Ottoman Empire. He rapidly and radically exploited the 
decrees, and the limited German approval, for comprehensive 
measures. Protests did not fail to appear, but they were too late 
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and to no avail: by mid- June the destruction had already devel-
oped the comprehensive momentum desired by its designer. 
In further regulations of 31 May and 10 June 1915, Talaat gave 
detailed instructions that commissions for abandoned prop-
erties, directly subordinated to the Ministry of the Interior, 
were to be founded: Armenians were prohibited to make any 
transaction of assets, how these had to be registered, that those 
assets sold in auctions were to be deposited in the names of 
their owners, how the Armenians were to be resettled in small 
groups at their destination, how they would be provided with 
property according to their former situation, and that the new 
settlements had to be at least a 25- kilometer distance from the 
Baghdad Railway.180

Not only was the overall removal an anticonstitutional mon-
strosity, but all provisions for the protection of life and property 
were hollow promises from the start. Entirely malicious, they 
served as a temporary deception. It is by no means possible to 
interpret them as partly “well- meant” but failed efforts. In a few 
cases they only gave well- intended local governors the oppor-
tunity toward temporary resettlement of deportation survivors. 
A provisional law on abandoned possessions and debts of 27 
September and correlated regulations of 8 November 1915 made 
it clear that, in contrast to what the provisions of May– June had 
suggested, any return of the removed people to their homes 
and properties was definitively excluded. The same law and its 
regulations gave the government full liberty concerning how to 
deal with Armenian goods. There was no possibility of appeal 
against any decision of the trial court.

In the eyes of social Darwinist adepts of Turkism, or 
of Islamists believing in legitimate killing and robbing of 
Christians, Talaat’s move was again brilliant. It provided 
the war ümmet,181 that is, the war- waging Istanbul- centered 
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Ottoman Muslim community (ummah) a very rich material 
“blessing.” Ahmed Rıza called the law simply a crime, the 
German Embassy— quoting commercial circles in Istanbul— 
legalization of spoils. Everybody was aware of the mass plun-
der, but they were unable to do more than to protest. Germany 
remained captive to its original sin: moral defeatism built- in to 
the alliance to which it had committed itself in late July 1914.182 
Arthur Gwinner, the chairman of the board of the Deutsche 
Bank, who was one among several German representatives 
interested in refunding Armenian debts, succinctly summa-
rized the law in a letter on 7 October 1915: “1. All Armenian 
goods are confiscated. 2. The government will collect the 
claims of the removed people and reimburse (or not reim-
burse) their debts.”183

As already mentioned, Talaat did not fail to replace the dis-
trict governor of Der ez- Zor, Ali Suad, who had taken seriously 
the resettlement of survivors and provided them, as far pos-
sible, with means to restart life— according to early instructions 
sent by Talaat— instead of extermination. Salih Zeki, his suc-
cessor, rapidly implemented extermination in summer 1916. By 
late 1916, most Armenians— whether killed, alive but relocated, 
or among the few allowed to remain in towns of Asia Minor 
because economically needed— had lost their rights to former 
private property by order of the Ministry of the Interior. The 
main exception to this rule was Armenians who were native and 
long- term residents of a capital that still stood under interna-
tional observation, and Armenians of a few other major towns 
like İzmir and Aleppo. Non- Armenian Christians, however, 
could keep their property, as far as the legal framework induced 
by Talaat was concerned.184

In 1917 in Beyoğlu, Emmanuil and his colleagues happened 
to encounter, in the entertainment area of Istanbul, a short, 
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young man about thirty to thirty- five years old, “whose appear-
ance did not reveal any brutality. He told us that he was a Mus-
lim. He had become rich as a governor of the Zor Desert [and] 
had killed 60,000 Armenians and buried many children alive. 
He appeared only rarely on the street because he did not want 
to see human faces. He considered suicide.” This man was Salih 
Zeki. His and other teams of killers had been made to believe 
that they fulfilled a religious duty.185

Although private enrichment and corruption, not only 
the immediate needs of the state (including for the resettle-
ment of Muslim migrants), used up a considerable amount of 
Armenian assets, these still constituted an important material 
basis of a so- called national economy (milli iktisad), that is, an 
economy in the hands of Turks and Muslims. A great number 
of local shops and large areas of highly developed agriculture 
were part of a huge land transfer, to which Talaat’s pocket-
book again gives an idea. The mining industry in the prov-
ince of Diyarbekir, for example, had depended on Armenians 
and was entirely Islamized according to the terms of Talaat’s 
“national economy.” The large and profitable cotton industry 
in the Çukurova region, next to Adana, which had largely been 
built up and possessed by Armenians since the second half 
of the nineteenth century, was expropriated. An article titled 
“O Turk! Become rich!” of late 1916 welcomed a general “eco-
nomic revolution” and greatly appreciated that Muslim com-
patriots were now quick to involve themselves in commerce, 
good affairs, and making money. Significantly, the destruction 
of the Armenians remained completely unmentioned, not only 
in contemporary articles but also in later Turkish histories of 
economy.186

Talaat assured himself of the effects of his policy by inspec-
tion trips into an Asia Minor that had been terra incognita for 
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him until 1910, and actually remained so, as far as intimate, accu-
rate knowledge beyond imperial rule was concerned. A jour-
ney in November 1916 led him to Ankara, Sivas, Diyarbekir, and 
again back to Konya, all in all, 2,000 km (about 1,243 miles) by 
car. Brass bands, applauding people, and children with Otto-
man flags were organized in towns in order to duly welcome the 
real head of Ottoman politics. The political, economical, and 
human landscape was as much devastated as politically forced 
into line. Still, this komiteci from the Balkans looked at Anatolia 
through Macedonian glasses, that is, with satisfaction, seeing 
the Muslims now as masters at all points. Talaat was at pains to 
prove the rightness and success of his domestic politics, there-
fore, at every opportunity, he made a show of optimism despite 
manifest destruction.187

In a telegram on 5 December 1916 to Ali Haydar Pasha, 
the sharif of Mecca, a high religious dignitary, he stressed the 
benefits of the removal of the Armenians for “Islam” and “the 
Muslims.” Faced with Arab rebellion, Talaat manifestly made 
an effort to pay Ali Haydar due deference, currying favor with 
him in the name of Islam and assuring him of his close relation-
ship with the rulers in the capital. He therefore represented his 
Armenian policy as a successful Muslim empowerment. Only 
a short sentence in the middle of the message refers to an Arab 
publication on anti- Armenian oppression and atrocity (zulüm), 
written by a former district governor in Mamuretülaziz, Sheykh 
Faiz al- Huseyin, who was manifestly well known by Talaat and 
Haydar. Cemal had accused Faiz al- Huseyin of being an Arab 
autonomist and therefore sent him as a prisoner to Diyarbekir 
in 1915 where ex- governor Faiz al- Huseyin witnessed the local 
theater of extermination. He escaped the Ottoman realm in 1916 
and wrote his booklet in the same year, which was later trans-
lated into English and German.188
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Sublime Porte, Ministry of the Interior, Private Office. 
To His Excellence Ali Haydar Pasha Efendi, the Sharif of 
the venerable town of Mecca, [at present] in the enlight-
ened Medina. Back from an inspection of the Anatolian 
provinces and sanjaks Konya, Ankara, Kayseri, Sivas, and 
Harput, I am proud to have seen closely, during my travels, 
the commitment shown by the Muslims. Seen from here 
[from Anatolia] it becomes evident how auspicious it was 
to remove the Armenians. The [Muslim] population [flee-
ing] from invaded places has entirely settled down. It has 
appropriated for itself the shops and assets of the Arme-
nians, and started its commerce and trade, even if it lacked 
know- how. The declarations made by the bandit Hüseyin 
mention atrocity that we perpetrated against the Arme-
nians. As soon as my budget has passed the parliament I 
will come to kiss your hands and implement the orders sent 
by Cafer Pasha and Seyyid Abdulvehâb. Cemal Pasha is on 
leave here [in Istanbul]. If there is any instruction from your 
side to be discussed with him, write me. He says that the 
campaign [in Arabia] depends on the supplies. The Roma-
nian army has been defeated today around Bucharest. A few 
days later Bucharest will fall and we will divide the supplies 
of Romania, inshallah [hopefully, so God will]. This way, 
we will find a solution to the [notorious] problem of sup-
plies. I kiss your hand, your Excellence, Pasha, and submit 
my respect to the Efendis Mecîd Muhiddîn and Mehmed 
Bey. Talaat.189

Sheykh Faiz al- Huseyin offered in his booklet an alternative, 
enlightened Muslim look at Talaat’s Armenian policy. “Is it right 
that these imposters, who pretend to be the supports of Islam 
and the Khilâfat [caliphate], the protectors of the Moslems, 
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should trangress the command of God, transgress the Koran, 
the Traditions of the Prophet, and humanity? Truly, they have 
committed an act at which Islam is revolted, as well as all Mos-
lems and all the peoples of the earth, be they Moslems, Chris-
tians, Jews, or idolators.”190

Victor, Noah, National Father:  

A Wide- Ranging Radiance

Sincere, though fragmentary, testimony stands in contrast to 
fraud, top- down lies, and exalted panegyric during genocide. 
A telling metaphor of such panegyric is the trill— a chilling 
war cry and joyful warble, used also during weddings— that 
women produced to cheer men on while the latter were spoli-
ating, raping, and massacring in the towns or against defense-
less caravans of deportees in the countryside.191 They thus 
not only stimulated perpetration but also exorcised moral 
qualms— in 1915, in 1895, and on other occasions. Mehmed 
Talaat, the crafty, powerful “victor” over the Armenian prob-
lem, if not the whole Eastern Question, reaped adoration not 
only from those who enriched themselves in the process but 
also all those who saw Turkey saved and back on the track of 
victory— thanks to him.

On the opposite side stood those, including even a few in 
the service of the rulers, who witnessed and, indignant, put 
the facts down in writing, thus at least preserving honesty and 
independence of mind for themselves. Cavid in particular did 
so, privately bearing critical witness. He was, however, not will-
ing or able to escape the political orbit of which he was a part. 
“Apparently, nobody has the power to open the mouth and say 
anything. . . . The Armenian issue is horrifying. Nobody can 
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say anything.” A totalitarian intimidation reigned, and Turkey’s 
allies on the spot did little or nothing to overcome it. The sena-
tor Ahmed Rıza, former head of the Young Turks in opposi-
tion in Paris, had the courage to speak out. But Talaat sent for 
him and “told him that if he would persist in raising a rumpus 
about Armenians in the Senate, he would publish accounts of 
the doings of Armenians, which would rouse such a fanaticism 
among Moslems that the Armenians would receive much worse 
treatment than heretofore. Talaat told him if he really wished to 
benefit the Armenians, he better keep quiet,” US ambassador 
Morgenthau noted on 1 October 1915.192

Talaat also used this pattern of threat toward German diplo-
macy, thus preventing any open discussion in the parliament 
or publicly. “The communication of atrocities committed by 
Armenians in Van would lead to excesses here [in Istanbul].”193 
This was a scarcely disguised threat of mob violence that could 
easily be provoked, as in 1895 and 1909, with false or exag-
gerated, sensationalist news. The potential for mob violence 
was real. Already, before the CUP, it had occasionally been 
an instrument of politics. (It did risk development of its own 
dynamic and producing backlashes.) Cavid, Talaat’s close polit-
ical friend, and Hamid, chief civil inspector and occupant of 
other high positions, agreed on the actual criminality not only 
within (Hamid’s view) but of Talaat’s administration (Cavid’s 
feeling of August– September 1915).

When just back from Europe, Cavid began to realize that 
his leading political friends had implemented the “destruction 
not only of the political existence but the life itself of a whole 
[Armenian] people.” Cavid deplored this “monstrous murder 
and enormous dimension of brutality that Ottoman history 
had never known before even in its darkest periods.” He went 
further, concluding on the CUP’s political project itself, that 
“[b]y these acts we have condemned everything. We have put 
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an inextinguishable stain on the present administration. We 
have manifestly proved that we are a nation incapable of gov-
erning itself.” He seriously feared for Turkey’s future, also in 
economical terms. While “foolish people have a crazy joy,” rea-
sonable ones were saddened to see the destruction of learned 
manpower and functioning workshops for the sake of a pro- 
Turkish ethnoreligious class struggle.

The same was true for newly created, unproductive, and 
corrupt monopolies, as well as for a nationalist- corporatist 
radicalism against all those who produced on the basis of pri-
vate initiative, and against all foreigners working in the coun-
try. “Enver and Talaat pretend to solve issues [of society and 
economy] that important thinkers in civilized countries could 
not yet solve,” Cavid commented.194 The committee was in 
fact “closely connected to certain Turkish- Mohammedan trade 
organizations that have contributed to the price rise alongside 
the mentioned Jewish merchants,” Carl E. Wandel, the head 
of the Danish legation in Istanbul, reported. Petroleum, sugar, 
and other foodstuff had become unaffordable for many people. 
Wandel had previously alluded to “a rather strong ill- feeling” 
that had “lately arisen toward the rich Deunmés [Dönme] 
in Constantinople, those who at the moment dominate the 
capital’s trade with a number of necessities, and who are being 
accused by the Turkish population of hoarding up a number of 
foodstuffs and necessities and of having made fortunes by forc-
ing up the prices.” Wandel predicted that the CUP government 
would “use the ill- feeling toward the latter to shift the blame for 
the steps taken away from themselves and solely to the Jews.”195

The Armenian merchants were by then eliminated. As a 
matter of fact, Talaat’s confidant Karasu, in charge of food 
distribution, had amassed a fortune.196 Some Jews profited 
materially in that specific period, and not solely in the capital. 
Ahmet Refik, a liberal intellectual from Eskişehir and professor 
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of history, was appalled by Muslim and Jewish profiteers who 
appeared in his hometown in August 1915, in order to bene-
fit from Armenian assets sold at knocked- down prices. “Sir, 
this is very nice. . . . They go now, don’t they? Farewell. What 
didn’t they commit, what didn’t they do against us Turks?!” 
The entirely innocent Armenians of Eskişehir, as Refik wrote, 
were brutally expelled from their houses, grouped together at 
the train station, and sent away on 14 August, crowded into 
railway cattle cars.197

In a long entry written in late summer 1915, Cavid gave room 
to conscience and emotions. He directly accused the committee 
in the privacy of his diary: “You are not only guilty, but also inca-
pable. Of what quality is your conscience, when you accept that 
[Armenian] women, children, and elderly people, ousted from 
towns, are murdered at lakes and on mountains?” More than 
Hamid, Cavid understood that Talaat was “involved with full 
conviction,” not only in the scheme, but he had also “embraced 
the underlying ideology.” Cavid seems not to have grasped by 
then Talaat’s overall leading role, but he knew to take the lat-
ter’s talk of investigative commissions as evasion. He silently 
lamented that a “thoughtless and blindfold nationalist cur-
rent has taken the place of Ottomanism. What becomes of the 
beautiful humanity in the hand of foolish butchers?” In fact, an 
unprecedented policy of demolition and xenophobia had defini-
tively killed Ottomanity, enforced Islamist Turkism, and put the 
rule of law in shambles. “They did this in order to do away with 
the Armenians.” Was this the birth of a nation, of a new Turkey? 
Had Talaat grafted evil right into the heart of his nationalist proj-
ect? Cavid was next to despair, yet “despite all evils I do not want 
to give up my hope of a better tomorrow,” he stated.

Hamid Kapancızâde, Talaat’s collaborator in the ministry, 
again and again urged the government to act against crimes 
and political corruption, and dismiss illusions, although as an 
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outsider to the CUP, his insights were limited. He actually suc-
ceeded in starting a few initiatives against lawlessness, but these 
resulted in little except some documentation. An administra-
tion that served mass crime to the extent of Talaat’s ministry 
in 1915 could actually not save itself by pulling itself up by its 
bootstraps. In retrospect, before his death in 1928, Hamit con-
cluded: “A reason for the decay of this country is that respon-
sibility cannot take root, that theft, corruption, all ignoble 
crimes are blended into politics and left without punishment. 
The misdeeds of party members, who have reached a position 
of power by whatever means, are appreciated as extreme devo-
tion and heroism.” First and foremost a professional function-
ary and financial expert, Hamid did not read Talaat’s character 
and know all sections of the ministry, yet his assessment of the 
minister’s human resource policy is nonetheless pertinent:

Talaat’s patriotism and uprightness were out of question. Yet 
his worst deficit was his ingenuousness, which originated in 
his lack of experience and knowledge. He could not grasp 
that committee friends from yesterday would embrace abuse 
once they were in another field of activity. He could not 
appreciate that the same [komiteci] qualities and abilities 
could not succeed in various professions. He failed to antici-
pate that forcibly promoted creatures would not suffice in 
their office. In short, komiteci mentality and politics, which 
enforce de rigueur unity, outplayed the logic of [a good] 
administration.198

The point missed by Hamid is that Talaat needed precisely 
the collaborators whom he chose, because others would not 
have joined with him in his ruthless exploit. As a rule, employ-
ees in critical departments could only gain promotion if they 
entered the party. Thus, not to be shunted aside profession-
ally and socially, they were compelled to involve themselves 
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personally into the single- party system. Cemil (Filmer), later 
a well- known filmmaker in the Republic of Turkey, has shared 
his experience. Eighteen years old, in late 1913 or so he had 
found employment in the political division, Kısm- ı Siyasî, of 
the security (police) department in Talaat’s Ministry of the 
Interior, where he processed Talaat’s files. Forty killers (fedai) 
belonged to his division, of which one part was for intelligence, 
and another dealt with “Armenian affairs.” After a while, he was 
asked by Talaat to enter the CUP to be promoted. Though not 
wealthy, his father insisted that his son abstain, thus Cemil 
resigned from the well- paid post.199

Ismail Canbolad, a long- standing close committee friend of 
Talaat’s, expected a minimum of lawful management within 
the Ministry of the Interior but felt entirely disillusioned. He 
wrote Talaat an exasperated personal letter on 12 May 1916 say-
ing that he saw no place for himself, either as a functionary of 
the state or as a member of the CUP, ending: “Now I ask and 
demand from you and the other friends only one thing, that 
is: Do not pester me. With psychological pressure you prompt 
me to commit suicide.” Canbolad had resigned his leading post 
both in the municipality and the management of the province 
because of conflicts with corrupt trade organizations and the 
intendant- general of the Ministry of War, İsmail Hakkı. He 
refused Talaat’s offer to become an undersecretary (müsteşar) 
in his corrupt ministry. But even in this case, within a few days 
after this letter, Talaat was able to sway his unwilling friend and 
make him do what he had proposed.200

Talking about employment, corruption, and the prosecu-
tion of criminal functionaries, Talaat conceded to his political 
friend Sheykhulislam Hayri that “our main mistake was that 
we accustomed our friends to money. Many of them enriched 
themselves . . . but this is not so important.” Hayri wondered 
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why Talaat could not cleanse the administration of such bad 
elements, but he was far from interrogating the policy itself and 
scrutinizing Talaat’s mind and soul.201

———

At the end of summer 1915, Paul Rohrbach, a subordinate col-
laborator of the German Foreign Office, wrote that “the Aus-
mordung [murderous eradication] of Armenia” had entirely 
broken the “moral neck” of Germany’s alliance with Turkey, 
and that this also destroyed the dream of a strong and unde-
feated Ottoman Empire as a key to German world power.202 
Rohrbach’s statement possessed the quality of a lone indi-
vidual’s testimony. Without Germany pulling its weight 
to stop the Armenian genocide, it must be complicit in the 
crime according to the logics of the war alliance, as Talaat had 
rightly calculated. The same is true for Austria, which con-
ferred a First Class Order of Leopold in October 1915 to both 
Talaat and Halil (number one and number four among the 
CUP ministers).203

Apart from a few rare and fine undertones in Emil Lud-
wig’s reports, panegyrics for Talaat and the other CUP lead-
ers abounded in the German (not Swiss German) press from 
spring 1915. The same holds true from June 1915 for elaborate 
apologetics of CUP policy, political accusations against the 
Armenians in agreement with Talaat’s wording of 24 April, and 
anti- Armenian denigrations on the levels of culture and race 
that markedly paralleled existing belle epoque anti- Semitism.204 
German censors worked hard not to allow any debate about 
the Armenian extermination into the country.205 Debate took 
place only after Talaat’s murder in Berlin in 1921. Then only did 
a larger part of the German public become well aware of the 
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nature of Turkish nationalism and of what had happened to 
minorities in the realm of its former ally.

Enver’s friend, the German naval attaché Hans Humann, 
echoed Turkish war hawks in the army when he stated in 1915 
that “the Armenians had shown themselves disloyal in their 
Ottomanship and that anyone who has been in the Orient 
must realize that the two races cannot live together and that 
the weaker will have to succumb. . . . From the point of view 
of safety, the Turks were fully justified to destroy the Arme-
nians.”206 Such language on and treatment of an ostracized 
ethnoreligious minority of citizens was to seminally impact an 
interwar Germany that envied Turkey’s apparent political suc-
cess despite world war defeat. Among German officers and a 
few civilians in Turkey during World War I, Humann was not 
exceptional. Among Germans in Turkey and generally, he was, 
however, clearly not yet in the majority.

German diplomacy focused principally on disclaiming any 
joint guilt while at the same time largely defending Turkey’s 
attitude and discourse. Its overall reaction to “the greatest crime 
of the ages” (as Morgenthau and many others labeled it) was 
passive, self- righteous, and therefore dramatically insufficient. 
Generally speaking, Germany lost its (already frail) civic and 
political soul, disabling itself for decades from doing effective 
soul- searching and exerting moral authority. On many lev-
els, the crime was seamlessly endorsed, for instance, during 
the ongoing genocide when officials sponsored a high- profile 
public meeting in Berlin that included German and Ottoman 
representatives, during which the ethnonationalist mantra of 
“Turkey belongs to the Turks” became respectable.207

Matthias Erzberger, German deputy of the Catholic 
Zentrumspartei (Center Party), reflected the prevailing Ger-
man attitude on his 1916 trip to Istanbul where he met with 
Talaat and Enver. Although friendly to the Armenians, he 
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expressed empathy for the CUP’s repugnance of Armenian 
“nationalist ambitions,” emphasized the loyalty of Catholic 
Armenians, and believed Talaat’s promises that henceforth 
Armenians in general would no longer be persecuted. “A Turk-
ish promise has no value,” Erzberger felt compelled to state two 
years later in the Reichstag in June 1918. Talaat did not take soft 
verbal interventions by Germans seriously. He did take seri-
ously the latter’s expectation that Armenians should return to 
their homes after the war. “There has not been, until now, objec-
tion by the Germans against our Armenian policy and its con-
sequences,” Talaat wrote to Enver on 16 February 1916, shortly 
after Erzberger’s visit, “and we understand that they consent. . . . 
Yet I felt, during recent interviews with German deputies, that 
they were committed to the return of the removed Armenians 
to their homes.” To prevent any such unacceptable perspective, 
Talaat therefore proposed that Enver “profit from the present 
situation and . . . bring the undertaken policy to an irreversible 
end.”208 This was the purpose of the Armenian genocide’s sec-
ond phase in Syria in 1916 and ongoing persecution elsewhere.

The German press and high officials praised the CUP regime 
and Talaat, its outstanding leader. Although this glorification 
smacked as war propaganda and untruth, many Germans 
bought into these presentations and thus were affected by their 
corrosive logic. A case in point was the detailed panegyric for 
the CUP rule by Alfred Nossig, a writer, sculptor, collaborator 
of the Foreign Office, and leader of the Allgemeine Jüdische 
Kolonisationsorganisation (AJK; General Jewish Colonization 
Organization). He founded this Zionist organization alongside 
the Zionist Organization (ZO) in the aftermath of the Young 
Turk Revolution ( July 1908), hoping on full cooperation with 
the CUP for Jewish immigration. In contrast to Lepsius, who 
also arrived in Istanbul in summer 1915 but could only meet with 
Enver, Nossig was received by all of the important committee 
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leaders, the sultan, and the German diplomats in August and 
September 1915.209

Laudatory newspaper articles and a whole book resulted 
from his visits. Nossig portrayed Mehmed Talaat as “the stron-
gest man of Young Turkey,” a “mature man,” and a “man of 
will,” a “unique and outstanding talent of statesmanship” who 
dominates “the whole state machine.” Whereas “the sultan is a 
constitutional ruler, Talaat is an autocratic sultan,” he quoted 
a contemporary bon mot from Istanbul. He did not allow any 
critical allusions, as Emil Ludwig did, but only one short rhe-
torical question: “ ‘Usurper’? Nobody thinks of revolt against 
this man of will. One bows willingly to his authority and tal-
ent.” Calling Talaat “the Turkish Bismarck,” in early 1917 Nossig 
sculpted a portrait medallion of Talaat, then grand vizier and 
pasha, intending to offer him the accomplished work during the 
pasha’s visit in Berlin in April 1917.210

AJK leader Nossig and Richard Lichtheim, ZO representa-
tive in Istanbul, wanted to achieve the best for their projects. 
Both profited from contacts with the German and American 
embassies, maintained contact with Ottoman Jewish leaders, 
and sought to persuade the CUP rulers. Yet Nossig flattered 
them most. To please the rulers, who did not want to see any 
“Jewish concentration” in Palestine, he transformed the original 
project of immigration in Palestine to a scheme of immigra-
tion of Eastern European Jews to the whole empire, including 
Asia Minor, to replace the Armenians. In Istanbul, he founded 
the Osmanisch- Israelitische Union (Ottoman- Israelite Union) 
and in Berlin, as a counterpart, the Deutsch- Osmanische 
Union (German- Israelite Ottoman Union) for the purpose of 
encouraging “intimate relations between Jews and Ottomans.” 
He went so far as to approach US ambassador Morgenthau: 
“[A]s a brother Jew he begged of me [Morgenthau] to cease my 



T o t a l - Wa r  G a m b l e  287

activities on behalf of the Armenians as it much displeased the 
Turks.” Morgenthau refused.211

In a memorandum on 1 August 1916, Armando Moses 
adopted the idea of Jewish settlement in Eastern Asia Minor, 
replacing the Armenians. He was the Istanbul representa-
tive of the Bureau for German- Turkish Economic Questions 
(Auskunftstelle für Deutsch- Türkische Wirtschaftsfragen), an 
office established by the Turkish- German Society (Türkisch- 
Deutsche Vereinigung).212 Founded in Berlin in April 1914 to 
promote German- Turkish friendship, the Istanbul branch of 
the Turkish- German Society was opened on 3 October 1915 
with Enver as its president, and among its members were Wan-
genheim, Talaat, Said Halim, Halil, and Cemal. Talaat, Ernst 

Figure 17: Nossig’s portrait medallion (from Der Orient: Zeitschrift für die 

wirtschaftliche Erschliessung des Orients, July 1917, 14–15) and Georg Kolber’s bust 

of Talaat Pasha (Archiv Georg Kolbe Stiftung, Poto: Margrit Schwartzkopf).
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Jäckh, and others gave speeches. Paul Rohrbach, a member 
of the Turkish- German Society since its foundation in April 
1914, resigned in a strong letter to board member Jäckh on 15 
August 1916: “As long as the Turks do not atone [for the mur-
der of the Armenians], the German name must remain reviled 
globally, and any good German conscience in the Occident 
and Orient is impossible. .  .  . I will draw the only possible 
consequence for me and stop being a German in a political 
sense [if German coercion toward Turkish atonement proves 
impossible].”213

Nossig was not alone in transgressing more than a fine 
boundary of human decency. A conceited and go- getting Zion-
ist rival of the main ZO, Nossig made himself important in 
Istanbul and Berlin during war and exerted influence, therefore 
remaining a figure who could not be ignored. This is not only 
true with regard to European history until the Holocaust, when 
he was killed by partisans as a Nazi collaborator,214 but also 
relates to a sometimes bitter history of Jewish attitudes toward 
late Ottoman Armenians from the late nineteenth century 
onward. Late Ottoman Jews tended to justify anti- Armenian 
violence in order to defend the government and prove loyalty, 
even if individually they may have helped their persecuted 
neighbors. (Contrary cases happened as well.) Armenians were 
envied because they excelled, moreso than the other minori-
ties, in education, participation in public affairs, and often also 
economically. Only later experience clarified to many such 
Jews that submissive loyalty to, or “vertical alliances” with, the 
strongest authorities available (even if they were criminal), in 
exchange for privileges, proved an entirely wrong path. The 
second half of the twentieth century saw passionate discus-
sions regarding this issue, in particular, in response to Hannah 
Arendt’s assessment of the Hofjudentum and to her later writ-
ings based on this assessment.215
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Lichtheim worried about Nossig and did all he could to 
prevent him from “talking stupidities,” thus damaging Jewish 
interests. A comparable, though different, case was Moïz Kohen 
(Tekinalp), a Salonican Jew and productive writer for the cause 
of Turkism. He believed Turkism coincided with Ottoman 
Jewish interests. A fervent disciple of Ziya Gökalp and a CUP 
member, in his writings he largely identified with the CUP’s 
anti- Christian stance, and in particular with the anti- Christian 
program of “national economy.” Jacobson called him an “Over-
turk” (Übertürke) who nonsensically defended Ottomanism 
being overcome by Turkism. A “piddling informer” (kleiner 
Denunziant), he could nevertheless damage the Zionist cause 
and must therefore be “called to order,” possibly by the Jewish 
deputy Nissim Mazliah, who exerted influence on him.216

Where the suffering of the Armenians was concerned, ZO 
representatives and Ottoman Jewish leaders largely looked the 
other way, whereas young Zionists of the Netzah Yisrael Lo 
Yeshaker (NILI; “the Eternal One of Israel will not lie”) espio-
nage group in Palestine felt solidarity with the victims and sent 
reports to wake up the international community. They did this, 
they wrote, in the name of the prophets, of Jesus, and of their 
own humanity, asking prophetically, “When will our [the Jews’] 
turn arrive?” Spying for Britain, they were considered a danger, 
even a calamity, by a Yishuv ( Jewish presence in Palestine) that 
not only disapproved of their subversive activities but feared 
to be associated, in any way, with the Armenians. Cemal Pasha 
worried that “Palestine might become a second Armenia” and 
want autonomy. NILI’s commitment and sacrifice were critical 
for securing the Balfour Declaration.217

Morgenthau, contemporaries in neutral countries, and wit-
nesses on the ground were “firmly convinced” that the mur-
der of the Armenian nation was hitherto “the greatest crime of 
the ages.” NILI group members believed that “the wholesale 
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massacre of the Jews ordered by the Roman general Titus is 
the only record in history to be paralleled with the wholesale 
massacre of the Armenians. And now just as then, here just like 
there, it was a government scheme.” Thanks to intra- Ottoman 
travels, NILI members were well informed and were not only 
aware of governmental (and hence Talaat’s) direction of the 
genocide but also knew about the broad participation of the 
Muslim population and local agencies, including “real female 
markets” in all “agglomerations where the Armenians were 
driven through.” Lewis Einstein, a member of Morgenthau’s 
staff, concluded in late 1916 regarding the Armenian fate: “In 
all this war of horrors it must remain the crowning horror. 
Nothing has equaled the silently planned destruction of a 
race. . . . The Armenian race in Asia Minor has been virtually 
destroyed.” Einstein came back to the seminal topic shortly 
before his death in 1967, emphasizing that these crimes, though 
on a smaller scale in numbers, “were like Hitler’s anti- Jewish 
measures.”218

———

With greater pathos, conviction, and rhetoric than the German 
panegyrics, it was Gökalp who lifted up Talaat as an exceptional 
statesman. Mehmed Talaat thus became the father and Noah of 
the Turkish nation amid a global tempest. Whereas Gökalp’s 
poem for Enver of mid- August 1915 praised the charismatic and 
courageous hero who, always an example of hope, had faithfully 
begun the great jihad,219 the poem for Talaat on 1 September 
1915 went further by placing him at the center of the committee 
and the nation. In late summer 1915, after successful mass mur-
der with robbery in Asia Minor, Talaat was actually stronger 
and more popular than ever before.
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You are the spirit who unites the souls
In you the committee sees his conscience
If it [the committee] is a ship of salvation, you are Noah
You, if you were not, this nation would be orphaned . . . 

You are of pure heart like a Turkish soldier
You are a hero free of arrogance and boasting
You are a statue of honesty as is Turkish history
You are an imperturbable heart . . .220

Talaat was the committee’s and government’s face domes-
tically but also internationally. He was now strong enough to 
deprive Said Halim of the Foreign Ministry, thus taking for-
eign affairs into his own hands and definitively marginalizing 
the grand vizier. Halil, entirely dependent on Talaat, was for-
eign minister from 24 October 1915 onward. In mid- June 1915, 
Talaat and the committee had already decided on this move. At 
that time, Cavid had wanted Halil to intervene in what he con-
sidered base treatment of the Ottoman deputies Zohrab and 
Vartkes, then sent to the court- martial in Diyarbekir. “Yet, in 
this fellow [Halil] there is no vigor to insist.” Cavid had imme-
diately understood that “they [Talaat and the committee] had 
not sent them from Istanbul to Diyarbekir only for interroga-
tion,” as they had pretended.221

From early June 1915, when he knew that the anti- Armenian 
scheme had worked, Talaat’s mood was self- confident and 
satisfied. In this posture of winner and victor, he told the 
US ambassador Morgenthau in early August 1915 that “they 
[the committee and government] based their objections to 
the Armenians on three distinct grounds: (1) that they have 
enriched themselves at the expense of the Turks; (2) that 
they wanted to domineer over them and establish a separate 
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state; (3) that they have openly encouraged their enemies, so 
that they [Talaat and the committee] have come to the irre-
vocable decision to make them powerless before the war is 
ended.” Talaat added that they “want to treat the Armenians 
like we [Americans] treat the Negroes,” thus once again jus-
tifying himself by referring to the sins of others.222 Vis- à- vis 
German friends, Talaat openly welcomed “the annihilation of 
the Armenian people, because it was a political relief ” for Tur-
key.223 He thus displayed himself as perfectly justified in hav-
ing committed genocide. The German ally lacked the will, the 
means, and the morale to face him and counter the enormity 
of the situation, having embraced moral defeatism in favor of 
military logics.

Talaat’s war- specific arguments, as circulated in 1915 Istan-
bul, were that “the Armenians had thwarted all their plans of 
invading the Caucasus, that they were the cause of the Turk-
ish defeat at Sari Kamish [Sarıkamış], and it was the Arme-
nian volunteers who attacked and repulsed the Turkish troops 
in the Azarbaijan district,” thus stopping the march toward 
Turan. The “reverses the Turkish troops had at Sari Kamish, 
Azarbaijan, and Van were all due to the Armenian volunteers 
and not the Russian troops.” Therefore, “all their measures 
against the Armenians were perfectly justified,” Talaat said 
to Armenian patriarch Zaven. At the same time he expressed 
“great resentment at Armenians having tried to secure Euro-
pean intervention to establish a proper government and intro-
duce reforms in Anatolia.” Talaat and the committee had been, 
the latter added, “just waiting for such a chance to punish the 
Armenians.” By deporting the Armenians even from Rodosto 
(Tekirdağ, in European Turkey), Talaat pretended to avenge 
injustices against Muslims during the Bulgarian occupation of 
the First Balkan War.224
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In a comprehensive report on 6 March 1916 on Urfa, writ-
ten by Talaat or under his close supervision, and addressed to 
the Foreign Ministry, he derogatorily said that the Armenians 
were “able to maintain their national existence only as sub-
jects under Ottoman governance.”225 Foreigners in the town 
of Urfa had reported on the brutal repression of Armenians 
in self- defense and the destruction of their quarters by artil-
lery. The horrors of deportations had become more than obvi-
ous from spring 1915 on, since Urfa was a hub for deportees 
from the north, and those from Zeytun had already passed 
by in March. International observation and a capacity for 
self- defense were factors that explained why the Ministry of 
the Interior postponed the removal of Urfa’s Armenians until 
October 1915.226

Since the Armenians had pursued the “dream of Armenian 
freedom,” they had become “instruments of Russian, English, 
and French politics” and thus “a perpetual element of subver-
sion for the Sublime State,” the report reads. They thus finally 
lost their right to exist, Talaat implicitly but distinctly concludes. 
They had treacherously taken “the eve and the beginning of the 
General War as an opportunity to spark altogether rebellion 
and revolution.” Their efforts of subversion had also intended 
to influence general public opinion and to persuade Muslims, 
but had, the latter’s self- styled doyen pretended, only “pro-
voked profound sentiments of hate among the loyal and sub-
missive Muslim population.” In his report Talaat even resented 
the grief expressed in Urfa’s Armenian church when Ottoman 
forces had conquered Ardahan in late 1914 and actually mas-
sacred Christians. Embracing Hamidian imperial vocabulary 
and thus disloyal to the Young Turk language of 1908, he called 
the large- scale massacres of 1895 “Armenian events” linked to “a 
rebellious movement” and opined that Armenian komiteci had 
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abused the aftermath of the Young Turk Revolution to organize 
themselves in Urfa.

To justify genocide, Talaat framed a whole discourse and 
set of arguments, so that the self- righteous justification for 
murder and destruction remained entrenched in later mem-
oirs, politics, and historiography.227 Repeated statements by 
Talaat, Enver, Halil, and others during 1915 suggest a strongly 
anti- Armenian mind- set created from early spring. An 
entrenched anti- Armenian perpetrator trauma was therefore 
the founding moment of a negatively defined post- Ottoman, 
but pre- Kemalist, Turkish- Muslim nationalism. This mind- set 
implanted a deathly bias against Armenian Christians, and, 
more abstractly, destroyed what had remained of Ottoman 
conviviality. The Armenian genocide killed the late Ottoman 
utopia of a modern individual equality married to a recognized, 
unique plurality of regions, cultures, and religions. As long as it 
remained unrepented, the legacy of this crime condemned the 
political culture of the country to remain unfit for a true, that is, 
egalitarian, pluralism, the twin brother of truly democratic rule.

A biased historical perspective of World War I, as framed by 
CUP luminary and minister Talaat, and a corresponding deg-
radation of the Armenians, served henceforth as the common 
denominator of modern nationalist coherence. Historically, 
this was not at all the first community based on the killing of 
human scapegoats. The binding force of a major crime jointly 
committed, denied, belittled, or justified, and— in any case— 
jointly concealed, is a fundamental issue of society. Any soci-
ety remains captive to similar logic if not severely checked and 
challenged by universal standards— or by the experience of a 
catastrophe that finally leaves no back door. Public acknowledg-
ment, then, is a part of healing and a catalyst for transformative 
recovery.228
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Talaat, Palestine, and Zionism

Against the background of Theodor Herzl’s foundational book 
Der Judenstaat (1896) and other basic texts, late nineteenth-  to 
early twentieth- century Zionism intended explicitly (though 
not publicly) a separate political entity in a Palestine that was 
still part of the Ottoman Empire. Vladimir Jabotinsky’s con-
cept of a pure, island- like nation, as published in 1911 in Russian 
(Race and Nationality [English, 1939]), was far more separat-
ist than any nationalist idea of ARF or Hunchak authors.229 
Important features, however, distinguished the Jewish and the 
Armenian national renaissances in the late Ottoman world, and 
fortunately protected the Yishuv, the Jewish presence in Pal-
estine, from a fate similar to that of the Ottoman Armenians 
during World War I. Yet at times, such a fate seemed impending.

Zionist agencies were largely based outside the Ottoman 
realm, before the British Mandate for Palestine offered them a 
protective roof in Mandatory Palestine in the interwar period. 
Although transnationally and transimperially organized like the 
Zionists, Armenians had been much more involved in the Otto-
man political fabric since the Tanzimat, and, above all, since 
the Young Turk Revolution, when the CUP and ARF cooper-
ated in an election alliance. While Ottoman Armenians had no 
viable alternative to constitutional rule, Zionists did. Principal 
Armenian presence was in Asia Minor and thus in a core area 
of Turkish nationalism under Talaat’s policy, in contrast to Pal-
estine, where Western warships had easy access. Although they 
were also a potential target for sweeping expulsion and suffered 
occasional duress during war, the Jews on the whole enjoyed 
efficient protection by Germany, US diplomacy, and Talaat.

This protection largely relied, however, on the assumption of 
real or imagined Jewish domestic and global power, which the 
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protagonists wanted to have on their side during war. Zionism 
had “become one of the main undercurrents of the political 
situation” in the Ottoman capital, British ambassador Gerard 
Lowther wrote as early as 1911 to British foreign minister Edward 
Grey. This was certainly true. Yet Lowther and his dragoman, 
Gerald H. Fitzmaurice, saw blanket specters of “Pan- Judaism,” 
“Pan- Islamism,” and a “Judeo- Masonic conspiracy”— allegedly 
promoted by Freemason Talaat and his partly crypto- Jewish 
Salonican friends— that could possibly undermine the Middle 
Eastern future. Thus, the most important representative of 
British world power in the Ottoman Empire, who Rambert 
considered a weak analyst (not without reason), had missed an 
accurate and proper assessment of the political hub of Istanbul 
in critical times.230

Talaat in no way sympathized with Zionism, though Islamists 
and others vocally reproached him for doing so, and both con-
temporary observers and later historians claimed that this was 
the case. Indeed, he assessed the domestic and international 
field of forces more craftily than others. Any comparable par-
allel scheme of destruction against Zionism and the Jews was 
therefore excluded when he frontally attacked the Armenians in 
1915– 16. Ahmed Cemal Pasha, the military governor of greater 
Syria, was at pains to accept that the CUP’s anti- autonomist 
logic did not similarly apply to the case of Palestine. As he 
explained in a telegram on 16 March 1915 to Talaat, he wanted 
to “deal a major blow to Zionism,” because he considered it to 
be “an enormous catastrophe for Palestine.” Cemal was not, 
however, comprehensively against the Jews in Palestine and, a 
fortiori, not against Jews in the empire, nor did he propose any 
exterminatory scheme. In mid- March 1916, he asked for autho-
rization to stop the immigration of Jews who were unwilling to 
take on Ottoman citizenship and respect Ottoman sovereignty, 
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to prevent large Jewish colonies and new- old Hebrew names for 
places of new Jewish settlements, to inquire about and expel 
Jewish foreign nationals involved in Zionism, and to reject 
demands for naturalization by Zionists.231

Because he had applied harsh wartime measures and wanted 
to crush the Zionist “state within the state,” Cemal henceforth 
counted as an anti- Jewish hard- liner and evildoer par excel-
lence, in contrast to the allegedly accostable, moderate, and 
“real statesman” Talaat. It is true that Talaat enjoyed respect 
among many Jews in Istanbul after 1913. For Abraham Elmali-
yah, a journalist for Le Jeune Turc and a profound admirer, Talaat 
was the real “hero of the revolution”— not Enver, who, in his 
eyes, Talaat excelled by far.232 Yet this was utilitarian and ethno-
centric, originating at times from admiration of revolutionary 
power in action by CUP sympathizers, including Parvus.

For those who knew better (like the young Zionists of the 
NILI group), Cemal was an imperially biased committee pillar 
who nevertheless refused blatant extermination of minorities, 
in contrast to some of his more exalted political friends. Many 
Armenians, including the 150,000 he saved from death or final 
massacre in the camps, cherished Cemal as a comparably clem-
ent regional autocrat in a time of extremes.233 US ambassador 
Abram Elkus, the successor to Morgenthau, judged both Talaat 
and Cemal as, “on the whole, rather friendly to the Jews, but they 
distrusted the professed Zionists.” The assessment of German 
ambassador Johann H. von Bernstorff (Kühlmann’s successor, 
who had followed Wangenheim’s successor Wolff-Metternich) 
was identical. In a similar vein, obeying Istanbul- centered impe-
rial logic, Cemal and Talaat detested Arabists and reproached 
them for refusing centralist Ottoman rule. During wartime, 
they brutally repressed “treacherous” Syrian Arab notables, and 
Cemal hanged a number of them, but without being aggressive 
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toward the entire Arab population in general or in certain 
regions. Cemal used the infamous Sevk ve İskân Kanunu (Relo-
cation and Resettlement Law) of May 1915 to the letter, that is, 
to deport temporarily certain families whom he or his subordi-
nates considered obnoxious. He did not use it in the perverted, 
exterminatory way Talaat did against the Armenians.234

The case of the Armenians was different. Since the inter-
national Reform Agreement, and even more so after the 
failed Caucasus campaign, Talaat not only hated their desire 
for autonomy but also the people themselves. He thus totally 
reversed a former political partnership, his admiration of model 
revolutionaries, and the recognition of the outstanding Arme-
nian contribution to a constitutional Ottoman society. Talaat’s 
dealings with Zohrab and Vartkes symbolized the collapse of 
his former respect and self- respect, his self- negation as a con-
stitutional politician, his recanting of some revolutionary- leftist 
 ideals that he had shared with the ARF, and his embrace of 
crime. The Armenians had become the scapegoats of a failed 
war and of failed imperial expectations, and thus targets of 
blame in the competition for a future in Asia Minor. They were 
henceforth the visible but little understood outcasts in the 
Ottoman realm. Even German and Austrian militaries had to 
stay away from them and not intervene in matters of their fate.

Armenians constituted a paradigmatic reality of European 
modernity but remained exotically distant and incomprehen-
sible to contemporaries. Talking about a famous Istanbulian 
Armenian sent to the desert, an Austrian officer based in Tur-
key (the later author Moshe Y. Ben- Gavriêl) noted, in a phrase 
both dry and bewildered, that the only thing the victim had 
done wrong was to be born an Armenian. Entente and Jewish 
newspapers misinterpreted the historic dimensions of Talaat’s 
crime, when, in spring 1917, after repressive measures and the 
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evacuation of Jews from Jaffa, they put Jewish suffering on the 
same level as that of the Armenians or even pretended that 
“the massacre against the Armenians pales before the latest 
outrages” in Palestine.235 This and other misrepresentations 
contributed to fatally inaccurate Jewish assessments of collec-
tive danger in the near future.

Anti- Jewish sentiment in Palestine was not solely the result 
of instigation by feudal landowners, as Zionists tried to portray 
it, but was attached to challenging questions of late Ottoman 
coexistence. Already by early 1915, some Zionists had given up 
Ottomanist coexistence for good, if ever they had seriously 
considered it, and disdained cohabitation on the ground. 
Vladimir Jabotinsky, David Ben- Gurion’s main contemporary 
in the interwar period, recalled having said to Max Nordau 
(cofounder of the World Zionist Organization together with 
Theodor Herzl), “I remember one of your speeches in which 
you said: ‘We are going to Palestine to extend the boundar-
ies of Europe to the Euphrates. And the obstacle is: Turkey.’ 
Now its end is nigh— shall we just sit back and do nothing?” 
In fact, in spring 1915 Jabotinsky cofounded what became the 
anti- Ottoman Jewish Legion, which caused the Zionist repre-
sentation in Istanbul serious aggravation.236 In CUP logic, Jews 
were no less traitors than Armenians, but they lacked priority 
and possessed more international power.

Ottoman Armenians were not less innocent or less clever 
than others, and thus easy targets, as many tended to assume 
in the 1910s, in the interwar period, and afterward. They were, 
indeed, the best educated and most agile, but they were also the 
most vulnerable group in the late Ottoman world, and as such 
many of them had been deeply committed to a reformed con-
stitutional policy since the second half of the nineteenth cen-
tury. They knew the real challenges of the late Ottoman world, 
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which was much more their world than the Zionists’ world. 
Yet this world collapsed in the 1910s. Imperial cataclysm and a 
particular combination of circumstances in the first months of 
the war made the Armenians an obvious target in the aftermath 
of frustrated conquests. Actors from the top and below, extrem-
ist ideas, entrenched prejudices, and material incentives col-
luded in the brute destruction. A little more than two decades 
later, in different but related and comparable contexts, Europe’s 
Jews were to experience an analogous situation.237 Talaat was 
not Hitler, but both leaders represented societies, states, and 
political parties that embraced radical domestic violence to 
overcome, as they believed, crises and defeat. Talaat pioneered 
genocidal patterns within twentieth- century Europe at large.

While there were compelling contemporary reasons to shirk 
solidarity with the victims of those pioneering patterns, includ-
ing fear, prejudices, ethnocentrism, and an instrumental, sensa-
tionalist comparison with Armenian suffering, those who did 
so, or who misunderstood the patterns as “Asian” or “Oriental 
violence,” missed recognizing in time what the future might 
be. When a district governor of Haifa threatened Jewish vil-
lagers (allegedly or not), saying that “if you do not hand over 
the spy [Yosef] Lishansky [of the NILI group], your fate will 
be similar to that of the Armenians, whose deaths I was per-
sonally involved in,” he applied, in fact, terrifying propaganda 
along with the individual torture in which he had engaged. 
Cemal used this same rhetoric during the evacuation of Jaffa, 
as did others, to bring whole groups to heel. Neither Cemal nor 
the district governor, however, could in reality apply a scheme 
that Talaat had formerly ordered to implement only against 
Armenians.238

The discourse used by CUP men was not harmless. 
Cemal worried that “Palestine might become a second 
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Armenia.”239 His harsh but limited measures were still biased 
by an entrenched imperial centralism versus local self- rule. His 
focused anti- Zionism had the potential to lead to comprehen-
sive anti- Jewish measures. In fact, he considered at times that 
all Jews were part of the Zionist movement,240 just as Talaat, 
radicalized, had seen all Armenians as involved in insurrection. 
Moreover, Talaat, too, thought “that all the Jews work together,” 
and once hinted humorously to Nahum about a total expul-
sion of Jews from Palestine.241 In the Armenian case, too, ini-
tially, Talaat and his close friends had “only” wanted to prevent 
European- monitored reforms involving more regional self- rule 
for non- Muslims, but the war promoted in the East from early 
August 1914 created a context that allowed them to embrace 
overall removal and extermination.

By 1915, any development toward a free and disciplined egali-
tarian plurality was unacceptable. It would have dismantled an 
outdated pretense of centralist imperial rule that relied on the 
myth of premodern Ottoman power, refueled by Gökalp’s mod-
ernist exaltation of Islamic Turkdom. Julius Becker, a journalist 
for the German Vossische Zeitung and a Zionist representative, 
put it this way after long interviews with Talaat and Cemal 
in late 1917: These imperial rulers had angst. They felt unable 
to manage up- and- coming, economically prospering, and 
self- reliant groups. In the end, they insisted only on external 
boundaries of the empire without embracing a viable and vital 
internal project. Even in peace, they would lack the potential 
for a “reasonable policy for [different] nationalities” and the 
wisdom “to renounce a pan- Turkism that Germany had con-
tributed to nursing.” German assistance could not change this, 
even after war.

Astutely, Becker added, Germany itself lacked the necessary 
wisdom. Germany wanted to appear internationally as being 
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friendly to the Jews, and asked for the accompanying press cov-
erage to prove it, but this wasn’t so in Germany itself, where 
action in favor of the Jews in Palestine, if made public, could 
“compromise” the authorities. Becker did not, however, believe 
that the Jews would “face a ‘fate of Armenians,’ as many fear. The 
Turks have seen that this does not work so easy with the Jews 
as with the Armenians.” He thus challenged the sensationalist 
reporting in the US media.242

———

Like other organizations of minorities, Zionism had been very 
hopeful after the Young Turk Revolution in 1908. Salonica, the 
center of the CUP, a largely Ottoman Jewish town, proved a 
tower of strength for Zionism, even if most Ottoman Jews were 
not explicitly Zionist, because they feared to appear disloyal, 
were simply not interested, or considered the Zionists a “hand-
ful of charlatans.”243 However, after Abdulhamid’s tough restric-
tions, a liberal era promised better possibilities for immigration 
to Palestine. The European Zionists and their Ottoman Jewish 
and Dönme intermediaries avoided assiduously appearing as 
autonomist or separatist, although many of their writings in 
Europe were explicitly so.

Obeying a vertical logic of power, from 1908 Zionism settled 
on privileged relations with the CUP, the strongest organiza-
tion of the Young Turk movement, but not on the oppositional 
movement of Sabahaddin, whose model of decentralization 
allowed, in principle, a much better chance to establish auton-
omies, including Jewish autonomy in parts of Palestine. The 
main intermediaries of Victor Jacobson, the unofficial repre-
sentative of the Zionist Organization in Istanbul since 1908, 
were Emmanuel Karasu (deputy of Salonica), Nissim Mazliah 
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(deputy of İzmir), and Rabbi Haim Nahum. They were all close 
acquaintances of Nâzım, Talaat, and Cavid in Salonica. Nâzım 
called the Jews the “most reliable element,” and in early 1909 
he welcomed the immigration of millions of European Jews, 
though only a fraction of them to Palestine, because, if too con-
centrated there, they would constitute “a danger” for the Otto-
man government.244

In late 1909 Talaat received a memorandum from David 
Wolffsohn, the second president of the Zionist Organization, 
on the historical and religious attachment of the Jews to Pales-
tine, but he left it without response, though he had asked for it. 
Since his visit in London in July 1909, Talaat repeatedly clarified 
that “the government could not fulfill the wishes” of the Zion-
ists. He respected them, however, as potentially useful junior 
teammates in a competition for power and resources. As a 
result of public discussion, skepticism within the CUP became 
more articulate, while bad press and hostility toward Zionism 
among broad Islamist circles, in particular, increased. The crisis 
of Talaat and the CUP coincided with a fundamental debate 
in parliament in 1911 on Zionism and the Ottoman future (see 
chap. 3, sec. “Sobered, Disturbed, Depressed”). It revealed the 
deficit of common, operational goals of a constitutional patriot-
ism. Except for the Ottoman Armenians, all were to possess 
more or less articulate alternative choices, for instance, an 
exclusive Turkism for Asia Minor, a separatist Zionism for Pal-
estine, and Arab rule for Iraq and Syria.

After the brief interlude of the opposition in the second half 
of 1912, Zionists welcomed the CUP putsch of January 1913 
and the ensuing dictatorship, in particular, the new cabinet 
of June 1913, after Mahmud Cevdet Pasha’s assassination. In 
general, the close working relationship between the CUP and 
members of the Ottoman Jewish elite was reinforced, because 
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the single- party regime now regarded other non- Muslim rep-
resentatives, with whom the CUP had closely cooperated, 
as unreliable and potential traitors. Jews filled the gap. The 
German- Jewish newspaper Die Welt, the mouthpiece of the 
Zionist Organization, wrote in July 1913:

The new grand vizier, Prince Said Halim, has repeatedly 
shown his benevolent attitude toward the Jews. Talaat 
Bey, the new minister of the interior, as is well known, has 
been educated at a Jewish school and has stood since then 
in friendly relations with many Jewish personalities. He 
speaks the Judeo- Spanish idiom very well and understands 
some Hebrew. Jestingly they call him “the Jewish minister.” 
Another member of the cabinet, Halil Bey, president of the 
council of state, and former president of the parliament, 
excels also with a particularly Judeophilic attitude.

Die Welt flattered itself and its Jewish readership, though it 
exaggerated Talaat’s knowledge of languages and, above all, 
reduced the whole issue of the Ottoman future to the question 
of (seeming) sympathy— or not— for Jews. It did not offer any 
hint of possible abysses that the dictatorial cabinet might lead 
the region into.245

Thanks to Salonican and other networks, Jews possessed a 
privileged access to Talaat. A sociable networker, he was sus-
ceptible to personal démarches, expecting, however, services in 
return, especially in the press and regarding financial matters. 
Most times, Talaat enjoyed good press, particularly good Jew-
ish press, in Istanbul and abroad.246 Still, he did not want to be 
associated too much with Jews and Zionism. “Zionism is for 
us a question of domestic politics and of the struggle between 
parties,” he stated to Jacobson during a personal meeting on 
6 January 1913, fearing that the opposition would profit from 
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an open cooperation between the CUP and Zionists. “Talaat 
persists in negating nationalities . . . he is not a statesman, but a 
good party leader,” Jacobson observed in turn. Talaat actually 
sought a closer relationship with the Zionists in early 1913 and 
contacted Jacobson a few times. Now, he also used Essad Pasha 
(Toptani), a CUP veteran, and Ahmed Agayev (Ağaoğlu), a 
leading CUP intellectual and professor at the University of 
Istanbul, as his middlemen.247

After the January 1913 putsch, there was “a great change of 
spirit now reigning” in the capital with regard to “the Zion-
ist question and the Jewish question in general,” according to 
Jacobson.248 A trigger for the CUP’s perceptible pro- Jewish 
turn, as already alluded to, was the more distanced, potentially 
broken relationship with the Armenians after the reform issue 
was internationally relaunched in late 1912. Nahum used the 
opportunity to demand the abolition of anti- Zionist restric-
tions that also partly afflicted Ottoman Jews in general. His 
memorandum to the Ministry of Justice on 10 February 1913 
was published in the Istanbul- based L’Aurore, a Jewish news-
paper financed since 1909 by the Zionists. An editorial praised 
the benefits of Jewish- Turkish cooperation in a vein that “might 
be styled an alliance between Pan- Judaism and Pan- Islamism 
in Turkey.”249 L’Aurore made a show of global Jewish financial, 
intellectual, and political power that “may direct all others” 
and thus help realize the dream of “a great Turkey” alongside 
“a powerful Jewry.” Talaat was seduced by the idea of an Islamic- 
Jewish alliance of sorts opposite Europe, or at least found that it 
opened up an additional range of operation for him.

“Islam is decaying, it is going and must inevitably disappear 
if there is no support coming from the outside. We do not pos-
sess the intelligence, nor the know- how, nor the money. The 
Jews have got all this, but they lack the field of action. The Jews 
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shall come to us to direct our affairs, forming an intimate alli-
ance with us,” Jacobson summarized the arguments that Agayev 
allegedly proposed, “according to the instructions of Talaat,” 
during a meeting after mid- February 1913. This idea, in differ-
ent forms, harkened back to premodern times and possessed 
anti- Western and anti- Christian ideas that Jacobson, however, 
did not endorse. He knew “how naive and even dangerous” this 
proposition was if taken by the letter, but it was very promising 
on the other side, insofar as “the Turks begin to envisage the 
Jewish question . . . as a question of eminent political interest 
for Turkey itself.” Jacobson urged “a program of action appro-
priate to realize this Jewish collaboration in the reorganization 
of Turkey.” He was happy to play the new game in 1913, and not 
utterly upset that after one of their meetings, Talaat had dubbed 
him a “dog, son of the dog,” who was, however, “entirely right 
in all that he said.” Other Zionists did not believe in the idea 
right from the start. “No, the Turks are not our ‘brothers,’ and 
even with the real Ismaelites [the Arabs], we have no spiritual 
connection,” Jabotinsky, one of Zionism’s best orators (not 
 thinkers), said to Nordau. “We are, thank God, Europeans, and 
the builders of Europe for a millennium.”250

From 1913, the Zionist Organization was ready to reward free 
immigration and removal of other restrictions, notably, pur-
chase of land with “1. pro- Turkish manipulation of the Euro-
pean press, 2. winning over of certain financial circles,” and 
third, Jewish experts.251 In turn, Talaat made some promises, or 
well- measured small steps, that could be undone or differently 
interpreted or contradicted by the tacit orders that he gave to 
the local authorities. Still, he rarely failed to make his “goodwill” 
appear without changing much on the ground.252 He abolished 
the so- called red slip (a discriminatory residence permit that 
was not functional in the way the government had intended 
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it) but remained restrictive on land purchase and settlement, 
thereby accommodating Arab demands. These demands had 
become more vocal in the context of the Arab Congress of 
June 1913 in Paris. In contrast to Jacobson and Sami Hochberg 
(the Jewish editor of Le Jeune Turc), who were observers at the 
congress, the majority of congressional participants preferred 
the League of Private Initiative and Decentralization. In the 
League’s line, it proclaimed solidarity with the Armenians and 
the ongoing Armenian demands of reform and egalitarian plu-
rality. The Zionist, however, preferred the obvious benefits of 
a “vertical alliance” (direct access to power) to principles that 
determined futures in the long term.253

Although Talaat made only minor concessions to Zionism, 
corruption increased the opportunity for land purchases to 
foreign Jews despite legal restrictions. All in all, a “favorable 
atmosphere” continued to reign in Istanbul for Zionists. Rich-
ard Lichtheim had joined Jacobson in Istanbul in 1913 and was 
optimistic in early 1914. “The Great Rabbi [Nahum] who is very 
intimate with Talaat, said to me yesterday verbally, ‘The Turks 
are very satisfied that the [new] American ambassador [Mor-
genthau] engages in Jewish questions.’ This means, of course, 
that they expect material profits from America if they accom-
modate the Jews.” Nahum, the representative of the Ottoman 
Jews, had hitherto been very cautious but was now a more open 
friend of the Zionist agents in Istanbul.254

Ottoman Jews collaborating with the Zionists went far in 
schmoozing the new rulers and the ruling ideology, includ-
ing cultural unification in a way that betrayed basic Zionist 
ideals. B. Israil, a journalist for the Zionist- sponsored news-
paper Le Jeune Turc, for instance, complained in a long open 
letter to Talaat in early 1914 that there were not only Ottoman 
people who did not know Turkish but also those who “spent 
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their life in founding many small fatherlands within the father-
land, and whose spirits all the time nurtured themselves with 
non- Ottoman literature.” He himself, he confessed, had been 
“deprived of patriotic consciousness and faith.” Praising himself 
as now possessing a patriotic ideal, he called on Talaat to found 
an Ottoman Academy that followed the example of the Acadé-
mie Française, pointing to the “great Cardinal Richelieu” as a 
model to emulate. This Ottoman Jew confessed his desire for a 
corporatist Ottoman society in Gökalp’s vein. “The individual 
belongs,” he wrote, “with all its parts and members, with his 
whole mind, to the society. His worth and greatness depend 
entirely on allegiance to the society.”255

The exalted embrace— at least verbally— of Gökalp’s ideals 
by Jewish representatives certainly created some pro- Jewish 
goodwill among the rulers, yet without in any way changing 
the fundamental CUP refusal of any Zionist autonomy in Pales-
tine. Some notes by Lichtheim in spring 1914 illustrate, for good 
reasons, a low level of confidence. At times, outright deception 
reigned. CUP representatives acted largely ad hoc. They and 
others appeared unworthy of the money that Zionists paid 
them. Words and promises lost their value rapidly. Restrictions 
were not lifted. Worse, a Zionist association in Istanbul, first 
welcomed, almost immediately faced a ban. “Agayev, for years 
a collaborator of Le Jeune Turc for what we pay him monthly [15 
pounds], seems to have . . . duped us. His meeting [in our favor] 
yesterday with Talaat . . . was an invention.”256

Money still bought some power. “Now is [an] opportune 
[time] to bribe Ali Kemal [editor in chief of the newspaper 
Peyam]. He is a great trickster, but [Dr.] Wellisch thinks that we 
can buy him for 5,000 francs annually. It is anyway urgent to act 
against the Arab press. I consider it really ridiculous that we do 
not shut up the [Arab papers] Karmel in Haifa and the Filistin 
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in Jaffa for a few thousand francs.” Lichtheim knew that actually, 
“the relationship to the Arabs is the key to the situation. If we 
have no difficulties on this side, we can reach everything, since 
the government is well disposed.” Yet his methods obviously 
did not fit in with trust building on the ground or prevent fun-
damental future problems.257

Mobilization and world war put Zionism and Palestine in 
the political background for a while. The topic only reemerged 
in late 1914 when Cemal began to propose and partly apply 
to Palestine measures— already topical in regard to Eastern 
Asia Minor— of surveillance, arrest, and limited expulsion 
or removal. Regarding Palestine, however, the process never 
became a priority for Talaat. Still, it gave him a considerable 
international lever that he successfully used, notably to deflect 
attention from Armenia. It would be absurd to accuse Zionism 
for this, yet later there was a stain related to the former atti-
tudes. Successors of those actively interacting with Talaat on a 
continuous basis supported the denial of the 1915 genocide.258 
This was, and is, an unethical opportunism that trivializes 
genocide denial. Beyond this issue, some renewed marriages 
of convenience with Talaat’s successors might be considered an 
exigency of a realpolitik, which the state of Israel and its lobby 
groups had to manage after 1948.

———

Even if living daily on shaky ground with little confidence, and 
bitterly experiencing repression in Palestine, the Jews within 
the Ottoman realm, including those of foreign nationality, were 
comparatively lucky in World War I. In contrast to almost all 
other nationals of enemy countries, such as Russia, who were 
interned or expelled, most of them could remain in Palestine. 
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Moreover, Germany exempted the German Zionist represen-
tatives in Berlin, Istanbul, and Jaffa from military service; non- 
German Zionists, including Russian Zionists, enjoyed German 
support in Europe and in the Ottoman Empire.

Wangenheim was gratified that Talaat renewed “the fullest 
understanding” of the importance of attracting global Jewish 
sympathy in November 1914. He feared that Germany would 
be held responsible for any act that qualified as anti- Semitism 
in the press. He repeatedly expressed the desire that German 
support be given publicity, and was annoyed by news concern-
ing the harshness against Jews, especially if exaggerated. Talaat 
in turn continued to expect that the Zionists would do all that 
they could to suppress bad publicity about Turkey in the world 
press.259 Having obtained strong backing in Istanbul against a 
first wave of repression in Palestine, Lichtheim therefore had 
reason to be confident. He concluded his letter on 6 January 
1915 to the Zionist headquarters in Berlin by saying that “never 
since our movement has existed have we been so strongly sup-
ported.” This efficient support included German and American 
diplomacy and a comparatively well- disposed central govern-
ment in the Ottoman capital.260

Zionists enjoyed a privileged, almost continuous access 
to the German and American embassies but were only rarely 
able to meet Talaat himself, who had the last word concerning 
Palestine on domestic and diplomatic levels. Yet they enjoyed 
several efficient intermediaries who continually presented their 
concerns to the government. When Bahaeddin, Cemal’s secre-
tary and former district governor of Jaffa, “issued [on 25 January 
1915] a statement that they would fight the seditious and intrigu-
ing Zionists who are trying to create a nation and are already 
using paper money and stamps,” Morgenthau was immediately 
informed. He went to Talaat, who phoned Enver. Talaat then 
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assured Morgenthau that “that order was not authorized and 
would, if issued, be revoked.” He additionally promised that 
“military service would not be exacted from Jews during the 
first year of their Ottomanship, and that, any refugees so desir-
ing could return if they agreed to become Ottomans.” In prin-
ciple, foreign Jews had to nationalize in order to be permitted 
to stay.261

On the eve of his comprehensive domestic attack on the 
Armenians, Talaat appeared particularly keen not to allow 
harsh measures against Zionism in Palestine and thus to enjoy 
acceptable press on widely reported Jewish issues. In this vein, 
Arthur Ruppin, chief of the Palestine office of the Zionist Orga-
nization, experienced “a sudden and blatant change in Cemal 
Pasha’s attitude” on 3 March 1915, induced by Talaat’s orders.262

On 24 April, after Talaat had sent his decisive circulars and 
immediately before Istanbul’s Armenian elite was arrested, the 
unsuspecting American ambassador invited Talaat and Nahum 
to dinner. They “sat around the table and talked about the Zion-
ism matter,” yet the conversation turned to a more acute issue. 
Morgenthau understood that “they have made up their mind 
to crush all possible attempts at revolution.” Nahum was “evi-
dently as much afraid of internal trouble as [of] the war.” When 
asked about Armenians, Talaat “admitted that they had arrested 
a great many of them” (general arrests actually began a few 
hours later). “Turks seem to realize that they can only govern if 
they suppress all intellectuals.”263

The situation remained volatile for any exposed group in 
Turkey’s chauvinist and murderous spring and summer of 1915. 
Talaat “was determined to destroy all societies and combina-
tions [nonsubmissive groups and organizations]. He said that 
he has been at the head of revolutionaries and knows what 
can be done. They want to stamp out every organization,” 
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Morgenthau noted on 26 April 1915. Wangenheim assured Mor-
genthau that “he would help Zionists but not Armenians.”264 
Talaat made threats at times and had to be courted again and 
again, but he managed to contain Zionism without destroying 
it. To achieve this, he combined corruption, extortion, and psy-
chological knowledge of his interlocutors. Via Nahum, he not 
only censored Morgenthau’s public appearances after the latter’s 
return to the United States, lest Jews had to face negative con-
sequences, but even made him “give a Turcophile speech.”265

This constellation did not change from 1915 to 1916— to the 
relief of Nahum, who was assured during an interview with 
Talaat in early 1916 “that there would be nothing done against 
the Jews,” because “he [Talaat] did not want a Jewish Question 
at present, when they [the committee rulers] had an Armenian 
Question.”266 The fixation on the Armenians thus helped to 
deflect attention from— and protect— the Jews. This was still 
true a year later, and also, in its own way, with regard to the 
evacuation of Jaffa’s Jews in April 1917. Later in the same year, 
the Russian Revolution and withdrawal from war, the Balfour 
Declaration, and the conquest of Jerusalem fundamentally 
changed the political constellation for both Palestine and 
Armenia- Caucasus.

The evacuation of Jews from Jaffa was preceded by the 
evacuation of Muslims from Gaza, farther south, in March 
1917. Both evacuations anticipated battles with the advancing 
British troops, including Anzac troops (Australians and New 
Zealanders), and followed similar procedures, largely based in 
military reasoning. The evacuations involved many hardships 
and appeared threatening, especially for Jews, who were still 
a comparatively small minority in the country. Yet Conde de 
Ballobar, the Spanish consul of Jerusalem, inquired about the 
issue and reported that it was “not true that there have been 
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massacres or persecution of Jews.” This was also the opinion of 
the US consul.267 Nevertheless, press propaganda made sen-
sationalist news of the Jaffa evacuation, as did an ethnocentric 
historiography during the decades to come. This wronged those 
involved in the 1917 evacuations, but even more important, the 
memory of Armenian victimhood was used for sensationalist 
comparisons but not recognized in its own right.

———

What remained was therefore a problematic heritage in terms 
of historical honesty. This is poignantly true regarding the 
depiction of Talaat as a decent and friendly statesman who 
entertained good working relations with members of Jewish 
elites in Turkey and Germany and who fought off obstruct-
ing and close- minded fellows or an inimical populace. Talaat 
played well his trump card of allegedly being an almost soli-
tary friend of the Jews or, along with Enver, of the Germans, to 
secure maximal backing from the addressees of such messages. 
Thus, he persisted in closely identifying primarily with his CUP 
friends, but he also knew how to deal with, and best benefit 
from, Jewish issues. He knew how to play this card even after 
the Balfour Declaration (see chap. 6, sec. “Imperialisms Face 
Utopia, Dystopia”).

There was not only an ongoing, comparatively uncritical pre-
sentation of this powerful pioneer of domestic genocide dur-
ing World War I in Jewish circles but also, as part of bargaining 
with him, open propaganda for him and CUP causes. Since 
this depiction was not critically reflected and revised after war, 
except by a few leftist and/or liberal voices, but continued into 
the late twentieth century,268 it identifies a fundamental prob-
lem and historical flaw. It denotes shortcomings in analytically 
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facing evil, and a misunderstanding of relevant historical nex-
uses in Europe at large. In Germany, it contributed to what this 
study calls “political schizophrenia.” It is a bitter irony that early 
National Socialists (Nazis) blamed the “all- too- powerful Jewish 
Press” in Germany for siding not with the upright Talaat but his 
murderer and the latter’s too liberal judges in 1921 (see chap. 
6, sec. “Death— and Afterlife—in Germany and Turkey”). 
The “Jewish press” in Istanbul and beyond had sided well with 
Talaat during the critical years of his rule.

Finally, regarding Jaffa in spring 1917, we may say that the 
Armenian genocide contributed not so much to deflecting 
destructive CUP attention from the Yishuv, as it had in 1915– 
16, but rather, by its unique horror, to drawing protective global 
attention to the Yishuv and to the project of Zion, which was 
still highly vulnerable. Regarding Talaat’s position and his rela-
tion to Cemal Pasha (the minister of the navy and commander 
of the Fourth Army), often represented as the third triumvir at 
the top of the CUP regime, the communication between both 
on sensitive issues in Palestine reveals that Talaat had the last 
say on all these matters even before he acceded to the grand 
vizierate. Besides, he had managed crucial interactions with 
foreign representatives in the capital by himself since summer 
1913. In close relation with the Foreign Office, he assessed issues 
of foreign pressure, international image, and the vital relation 
with Germany. All this contributed to his clearly superior posi-
tion long before he assented to the highest post in the Ottoman 
administration.
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6

Triumph and Fall, Lies and 

Resilience (1917– 21 and After)

It appears logical, even belated, that Talaat replaced Said 
Halim as grand vizier in early 1917. He had largely marginalized 
and excluded Halim from the close circle of decision makers 
surrounding him since October 1914 and had removed him 
from the Foreign Ministry in late October 1915. Said Halim had 
jointly headed this ministry with the grand vizierate. At last, in 
1917, a man from the CUP core group, a thoroughbred komiteci, 
led the empire. The CUP press called for a new era in which, 
for the first time, the CUP insiders and power holders would 
entirely represent the government.

Having warmly welcomed his accession to the grand vizier-
ate, the German and Austro- Hungarian press continued to 
flatter Talaat Pasha as a great, capable, and enviably energetic 
statesman. “German schizophrenia,” as framed in this study, 
developed and revealed itself in fascinated, ambitious, and pos-
sessive ways, and at times shocked and alienated relations with 
the cataclysmic CUP, the late Ottoman Empire in general, and 
the new grand vizier in particular. Talaat knew how to maxi-
mally play his cards and how to use Enver’s and Cavid’s talents 
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as well. If Ludwig wrote in the Berliner Tageblatt about a demo-
niacally tempered Talaat (see chap. 1, sec. “‘On first impres-
sion’”), many readers must have picked up on the fascinated 
overtone for this ingenious, still somewhat exotic, but new and 
promising type of politician.

Even in his new position as grand vizier, Talaat remained 
stamped by the trenchant consequences of his anti- Armenian 
policy, as his main speeches of 1917 reflect. The 1915– 16 policy 
of destruction had left the whole country domestically in not 
only a more precarious but also a manifestly unethical and 
lawless state. Large parts of the political class and the army 
remained marked by a “degenerate morale” (Cavid), nationally, 
regionally, and locally, corroded by unrecognized, hushed- up 
crimes. Talaat himself continued to closely monitor surviving 
Armenians. He continued to fear any eventuality of Armenian 
autonomy in the future. He proved his and the CUP’s ongo-
ing attitude once more when deciding in early spring 1918 to 
implement the violent decimation of the Republic of Arme-
nia. Mortally threatened right from the start, this small state 
was founded from necessity after the Russian retreat from the 
Caucasus and the collapse of the short- lived Transcaucasian 
Federation.

Talaat’s rise to dictatorial stature at the head of the empire 
since autumn 1914 had depended on war and on the alliance 
with Germany, which continued to empower the Ottoman ally. 
Germany believed this was in the interest of its global stand— 
although common ground was dramatically lacking. Apart from 
a few remarkable military achievements, the alliance stood on 
shaky ground and risked breaking up in spring 1918, as Otto-
man forces advanced into the Caucasus beyond what Germany 
believed to have been agreed. Also, Talaat must have realized 
that Germany did not support a much- desired recovery of some 
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territory in the Balkans. Still, propaganda liked to celebrate 
deep commonalities beyond concrete, common, anti- British, 
and anti- Russian causes. Premodern imperial backgrounds 
sustained powerful myths in both cases. As far as the modern 
challenge of egalitarian pluralism was concerned, the CUP and 
Wilhelminian elites shared, subliminally or openly, conceits of 
supremacy. Therefore, anti- Semitism paralleled a stance against 
oriental Christians that directed itself, above all, against Arme-
nians. Among German elites, foremost officers, both very often 
coexisted.

CUP men and war- prone Wilhelminians reacted against 
transatlantic dynamics. They abhorred what they considered 
an unfair and suffocating Anglo- Saxon imperialism, allied with 
malicious domestic agents of change. Ideologically, the CUP 
was far ahead of German elites in conspiracy theory, völkisch 
(exaltedly ethnic) nationalism, and demographic engineer-
ing. It pioneered a modern, right- wing revolution that blended 
ethnoreligious conflict with class struggle and a modernizing, 
antiliberal, and anti- Western political agenda. Until 1918, Ber-
lin connived at systematic mass crimes that its analysts largely 
failed or neglected to anticipate, and that its politicians refused 
to prevent and remained unwilling and impotent to stop. Only in 
spring 1918, in connection with serious tensions in the Caucasus, 
did politicians and the public in Germany become more alert.

Despite its flaws, the alliance achieved a crushing, though 
temporary, diplomatic and territorial success in the negotia-
tions at Brest- Litovsk (from 9 December 1917 to 3 March 1918), 
which Talaat was keen to assume himself, to which followed the 
Treaty of Bucharest (7 May) with Romania, Russia’s war ally 
since 1916. In the aftermath of the Brest- Litovsk Treaty, Turkey 
regained the provinces of Batumi, Ardahan, and Kars, which 
had been lost in the Treaty of Berlin in 1878. After decades of 
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late Ottoman losses, for the first time it acquired territory, thus 
“proving forever the genius and patriotism of His Excellence” 
Talaat, as read a message of congratulation.1 Turkey could now 
revitalize the expansive dreams of August 1914.

Moreover, Talaat had reason to believe that he would vic-
toriously emerge from the war gamble and determine at least 
Asia Minor’s and the Caucasus’s future, thus shaping Turkey for 
another decade. Even if Syria and Iraq, where Entente troops 
were advancing, had been partly lost, the perspective was hope-
ful in late 1917. Talaat had reached the zenith of his career. He 
defied the secret Entente partition plans of spring 1916 and the 
Balfour Declaration of fall 1917, which had all gained publicity in 
late 1917. (Sean McKeekin has rightly emphasized that the well- 
known Sykes- Picot Agreement of 16 May 1916 must be consid-
ered in its close relationship to the simultaneous agreement 
with Sazonov.)2 It might then seem that Talaat departed to new 
and bright horizons in a fresh and vigorous grand vizierate that 
was bound to better times of the Ottoman state. “Turkey wel-
comed with most sweet hopes the dawn of the year 1918,” as 
Ottoman deputy Emmanuilidis put it.3 Yet the domestic cor-
rosion of CUP rule was too obvious to reasonably believe in 
such restoration.

Grasping Western and transatlantic dynamics only rudi-
mentarily, Talaat understood, only in a painful process lasting 
from July to September 1918, that the world war was lost for 
the Central powers. Yet the CUP government had also fought 
the war on other front lines than the European powers. Los-
ing the war gamble, Talaat therefore did not lose everything. In 
exile in Berlin, in a defeated Germany, he kept working for the 
“patriotic cause,” the minimal goal of which was still a Turk-
ish national home in Asia Minor, hopefully including parts of 
the Caucasus and Mesopotamia. Post- 1918 Germany remained 
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far more divided than Turkey. After a few months of confusion 
and initial soul- searching in postwar Turkey, but still imprinted 
with years of CUP indoctrination and war politics, large sec-
tions of the elites rapidly unified behind the call for an armed 
fight in favor of a Muslim sovereignty in Asia Minor. Although 
depressed and partly disoriented, and no longer master of all 
(post- )CUP networks and instruments of power, Talaat was 
the most authoritative and pragmatic among the top CUP 
 leaders in exile.

General Mustafa Kemal, hitherto an inferior rival of Enver 
Pasha, but since late 1919 corresponding with Talaat from 
a superior position, started to inherit Talaat’s political role, 
including his staff and, finally, his post- 1918 organization of 
Turkish nationalism in European exile. Talaat rapidly sought 
contact with Mustafa Kemal (Atatürk), the new leader of the 
unifying movement, who managed a reorganization of power 
starting in the Ottoman eastern provinces. Not only did the 
Entente powers have scant access after Russia’s withdrawal, but 
an intact Ottoman army was positioned there that enjoyed a 
large scope of action. Local notables, Sunni Kurdish chieftains 
in particular, refused to restore loot and land to returning Chris-
tian survivors, and were therefore receptive to Kemal’s rhetoric 
of saving, in a joint effort, the sultanate- caliphate from foreign 
powers and foreign justice. Thus, from spring 1919, Kemal Pasha 
resumed, with ex- CUP forces, domestic war against Greek and 
Armenian rivals. These were partly backed by victors of World 
War I who had, however, abstained from occupying Asia Minor.

The war for Asia Minor— in national diction, again a war 
of salvation and independence, thus in- line with what had 
begun in 1913— accomplished Talaat’s demographic Turkifica-
tion beginning on the eve of World War I. Resuming Talaat’s 
Pontus policy of 1916– 17, this again involved collective physical 
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annihilation, this time of the Rûm of Pontus at the Black Sea. 
Although renouncing pan- Turkism, early interwar Turkish 
nationalism was, against Cavid’s repeated affirmations, the 
continuation of a world war nationalism that had by no means 
been temporary. It was still radically xenophobic in the broad 
meaning of the term: hostile and fearful vis- à- vis any forces and 
identities outside the Turkish- Muslim war ummah. Cavid’s 
argument during World War I was utilitarian, of course, but 
still demonstrated his weak historical sense. The same is even 
truer for his silly argument in mid- June 1916 concerning Jagow, 
the German foreign minister, that even if badly handled in 1915, 
the Armenian issue was now finished for good, and not to be 
revisited in any way. Talaat’s friend Cavid was again minister of 
finance from February 1917 onward.4

As Cavid had predicted in August 1915, when he learned 
about the anti- Armenian abomination, Mehmed Talaat was 
killed in Berlin in 1921 by an ARF- commissioned avenger. The 
Berlin trial against his killer not only publicized the abysses 
of 1910s Ottoman, but revealed a seminal polarization in Ger-
man society and German understanding of history. Its verdict, 
the acquittal of the “avenger,” was therefore controversial. The 
public discussion of a crime to be labeled as “genocide” by an 
attentive observer of the trial, the student of law Raphael Lem-
kin, was incisive but split. Within a few years, the nationalist 
“pro- Talaat current” won the political upper hand in Germany.5

Grand Vizier Talaat Pasha’s “New Turkey”

The “new,” “young” Turkey that Talaat and his acolytes 
declared in early 1917 was an imperial single- party regime in 
which Talaat openly held dictatorial power. He was now not 
only grand vizier but still minister of the interior and, shortly, 
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finance minister— and also, de facto, foreign minister, because 
Nessimi Bey, the official foreign minister, was a weak politician. 
“With Talaat, who for a long time [held] the real power, the 
strongest and most important man of the Young Turk Party 
ha[d] become the leader of the Turkish state,” the German 
ambassador Richard von Kühlmann reported. A special medal 
was coined in honor of the new grand vizier to praise him as a 
model of a successful Turk now at the head of the state: “The 
Turks owe their triumphs to their courage and pertinacity. Tal’at 
Paşa— grand vizier and minister of the interior— the Sublime 
Ottoman State.”6

The new regime combined ongoing Muslim self- assertion 
with a resurgence of strong pan- Turkist tendencies since late 
1917, yet it foreshadowed restricted polity, personality cult, and 
top- down cultural revolutions of the interwar period. “We have 
not the courage to freely express our thoughts,” Cavid wrote on 
the eve of Talaat’s inaugural address.7 The new grand vizier pre-
sented to the parliament his cabinet and his program, written by 
Cavid and Cahid, on 15 February 1917, and the parliament gave 
its support without a dissenting vote. The applause lingered for 
several minutes when Talaat appeared. Many times, his speech 
reaped keen applause and interjections of “God, give success!” 
He ended it by saying that “we will continue to do our duty, 
relying on divine benevolence and the prophet’s [Muham-
mad’s] spiritual help.”8

Grand Vizier Talaat’s speech started, importantly, by narrat-
ing a history of national salvation. Plagued by chronic crises, the 
country had at last achieved peace in early 1914 after the Libyan 
and Balkan Wars, but had almost immediately been forced by 
World War I to perform unprecedented commitment and sac-
rifices in very difficult circumstances, thus “honorably purify-
ing itself from all its humiliations.” Self- pity met self- adulation, 
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whose addressee was “the nation,” but, implicitly, its foremost 
representative, the orator himself. The nation (millet, now in the 
sense of the Muslim Ottoman nation) succeeded in adding new 
heroism to an illustrious Ottoman history. The speech reached 
a peak, inducing emotional interjections, when Talaat evoked 
the specter of an enemy that had wanted to remove “us” from 
Istanbul and the Bosporus into Anatolia. But after his “ridic-
ulous threats,” the enemy had to flee before the face of “our 
heroic army” on land and sea. Thus, national salvation started 
in 1913 but clearly culminated at Gallipoli in 1915.

Immediately turned into a political myth, and as such used 
and celebrated by Talaat, Gallipoli was henceforth commemo-
rated as the place where the modern Turkish- Muslim nation 
had succeeded in defending, as Talaat put it, its existence 
(muhafaza- i mevcudiyet), that is, “our right to live” (hakk- ı 

hayatımız), and thus exemplarily assured its survival, future, 
and perpetuation.9 Though presenting the victory at Gallipoli 
as almost purely Ottoman, Talaat recognized the alliance with 
the Central powers as a “matter of death and life.” He did not 
leave any doubt about the new cabinet’s loyalty to the alliance.

Leading to the second part of his speech, he emphasized the 
government’s “perfect will” to introduce reforms in accordance 
with European civilization and the needs of the “present age,” 
but conceded that wartime problems did not yet allow for the 
envisaged “fundamental and profound actions and revolutions.” 
Still, the government set on German and Austrian experts to 
enhance education, reform law, and build infrastructure, and 
sent “a great many youth to Germany and Austria for studies 
in science and art” (those in Switzerland risked, in contrast, 
reading uncensored press and coming in contact with the main 
opposition in exile residing there). He later said that he believed 
“only in one civilization in the world,” and that Turkey, “to be 
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saved, must be joined to civilization.” Talaat concluded the sec-
ond part of his speech with the fervently applauded sentence, 
“It is our greatest desire to implement law in the country,” in a 
country, as Cavid wrote in his diary, where lawless compulsion 
was a plague.10

Thus the new grand vizier had declared the main goals of 
his government: thorough reforms, including of the whole law 
system; the implementation of the rule of law; and redressing 
the economy. Qualified voices timely reminded him of the reali-
ties on the ground, and his trip into Anatolia in late 1916 had 
shown him the catastrophic state of the country. Then— as in 
his letter to Ali Haydar— and at other occasions, he cloaked 
the realities with euphemism. As mentioned, in quoting his 
collaborator Hamid Kapancızâde, Talaat fully squandered the 
challenge of reestablishing the rule of law in 1917– 18. Still, in 
September 1917, the 1917 CUP Congress broached pioneering 
reforms of law, including family law, which Atatürk’s so- called 
Law Revolution (Hukuk Devrimi) implemented in a more radi-
cal and comprehensive way, importing ready- made European 
codes. Talaat also reformed the calendar, thus preparing for the 
Kemalist adoption of the Western calendar. His modernization 
included “employment of women as nurses and in charitable 
activities, in army shops and in labor battalions behind the 
front; . . . extension of the University of Istanbul; new institu-
tions in architecture, arts, and music; translation of the Koran 
into Turkish, and even conduction of the ritual in Turkish in a 
few mosques in the capital.”11

Annual congresses of the CUP had not taken place in 1914 
and 1915. The 1916 Congress had been less unifying and more 
turbulent than the Central Committee had hoped. Main issues 
of discontent were the ongoing war instead of (a separate) 
peace, scandals in matters of supply, and the abuses regarding 
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Armenian goods. Even more so than during his inaugural 
speech in February, at the 1917 Congress, Talaat demonstrated 
how much he entrenched himself in lies and wishful thinking. 
As during the 1916 Congress, he emphasized once more the 
Russian attacks in October 1914 as the reason for Turkey’s siding 
with the Central powers and its entrance into war in Novem-
ber 1914. He used more than half of his address to explain that 
“in the name of humanity and justice,” Ottoman atrocities 
against Armenians and others were propagandistic lies (after 
war defeat, he blamed the Germans, who “overruled” him while 
trying to prevent extermination).12 He conjured the CUP’s his-
torical mission “to institute justice and freedom based on law,” 
that is, to realize a state’s basic duty. By far not the only interna-
tional leader to resort to lies and wishful thinking in World War 
I, Talaat, before a particularly docile and intimidated public, 
was much more tempted than others to hide behind the veils 
of oblivion. His mantra read that “we are only fighting for our 
existence, our independence, our free [nationalist] develop-
ment, and our progress.”13

Back to Talaat’s inaugural speech on 15 February 1917. Its 
third part dealt with economy, finances, and the supply of the 
country. This was a sensitive, even infamous topic because of 
large- scale deadly famine on one side and fabulous enrichment 
on the other. In late 1915 and at the 1916 Congress, it had already 
led to turbulent scenes within the CUP, and did so again, this 
time in the parliament, in autumn 1917.14 Certain CUP men, or 
people whom the CUP favored, were involved in countrywide 
corruption. Talaat assured the deputies that the harvest was 
much better this year. He presided over a General Commis-
sion for Supply, now taking care of all the needs of the country. 
Yet people continued to perish from hunger, and there were 
attempts at cannibalism, for example, in Diyarbekir prison.15 
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The government would be disciplined in its expenses and take 
out foreign loans only as needed. The supreme goal of national 
industrialization, however, demanded foreign investment and 
help, as did progress in the educational system, in science and 
knowledge (ilm ü irfan). In its rhetoric and contents, the sec-
ond part— and elements of the third part— of Talaat’s inaugural 
speech could almost verbally be from Atatürk.

Paradigmatically and lastingly, Talaat blended the Ottoman 
imperial myth with Turkish nationalism and revolutionist inno-
vation. “Nationalism,” “revolution,” and “European civilization” 
logically became the catchwords of his grand vizierate. They 
were attached to an early narrative of national salvation, inde-
pendence, and revolution that the press and the intelligentsia 
close to the CUP willingly and vocally supported. This remark-
able narrative was reproducible and adaptable. According to its 
1917 version, national salvation and liberation started in 1913 and 
culminated in the grand vizierate of Talaat, one of the “most 
preeminent figures of our revolution.”16

———

Quoting and echoing Talaat’s speech and program, the main 
press in the capital announced a henceforth energetic build-
ing up of the “new Turkey.” Moreover, the allies’ press organs 
extensively joined in the chorus of admiration, reproducing the 
discourse of marvelous authoritarian, revolutionist liberation. 
This was attentively tracked in the Ottoman capital and served 
the enhanced self- image.17 “The leaders of the committee have 
accomplished an Ottoman revolution and saved the Ottomans 
from a deathly bondage and perdition, and taken the destiny 
of the state into their hands. From that moment a new era, 
an exalted era began,” Ahmed Ağaoğlu wrote. “They were so 
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audacious as to assume full independence within the state, once 
the general war broke out. . . . During the war, they proved to 
the whole world that Ottomans inspired by the spirit of Union 
and Progress were capable of asserting themselves in a resolute 
and effective way. . . . His Excellence Talaat Pasha is doubtless 
the highest person emerging from the Ottoman revolution. His 
personality is the living proof of the Ottomans’ and Turks’ vital-
ity and energy.”18

For Yunus Nadi (Abalıoğlu), another leading intellectual and 
journalist (and afterward also under Atatürk), Talaat’s program 
“translates the sentiments and opinions of the whole nation. 
The world may be assured that in this will and resoluteness 
the whole Ottoman nation stands behind the government of 
Talaat Pasha.”19 Ahmed Emin (Yalman), a leading Turkish intel-
lectual still in the early second half of the twentieth century, 
emphasized the unique moment of unity in Turkey’s political 
history after 1908. He saw the reign of unprecedented, mutual 
confidence and intimacy in the capital. The parliament and “the 
whole nation” offered the new cabinet well- merited, unani-
mous support. Ahmed Emin called it a “government of law and 
peace.”20 The rhetoric of a young, new, and modernizing Turkey 
covered the stern fact of the actual political abyss. Most mem-
bers of the now full- fledged CUP cabinet had renounced the 
thorny path toward a modern social contract, sought war, and 
welcomed the destruction of— in terms of modernization— 
the most educated, industrious, and promising part of the Otto-
man nation.

After his and the CUP’s crisis in 1910– 12, dismissing constitu-
tional patriotism, Talaat had wed a revised, now authoritarian, 
concept of the CUP power organization with the myth of supe-
rior Ottoman state tradition, and embraced Gökalp’s Turkism. 
Thus inspired, he allowed for combining ongoing CUP power 
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concentration, closely tied to the state, with primordial Turkic- 
Muslim solidarity and a fantasy called “Turan.” This sym-
bol blended myth and modernity, exalting pan- Turkism and 
pan- Islamism.21 A perhaps amusing but significant episode in 
Talaat’s insouciant, strictly Turkey- focused dealing with major 
global currents and issues is the 1917 Socialist Peace Confer-
ence. To be convened by the Second International in Stock-
holm in summer 1917, this contested conference was prepared 
from spring 1917 by delegates from various countries. Although 
the ideology of his single- party regime had nothing to do with 
peace- seeking internationalist socialism, Talaat did not want to 
miss any diplomatic opportunities. He therefore prepared to 
send CUP intimates like Mazliah, Hüseyinzâde Ali, and Akil 
Muhtar, but in the end, the delegation from Turkey was not 
admitted. Talaat’s preparation had included the makeup of a 
fake Turkish Socialist Party with its own seal.22

Talaat focused his new program ostentatiously on the res-
toration of law and order, although he continued his policy of 
Muslim Turkification in the economy and demography of Asia 
Minor, thus sealing his fundamental breach of constitutional 
law. “Chauvinism” (şovinizm) and “extremist nationalism” 
(müfrit nasyonalizm) reigned, as Cavid repeatedly noted, but 
he himself thought at times that temporary chauvinism served 
the Turkish position in dealing with Germany.23 Despite strong 
reservations, Cavid accepted, out of an unequal friendship, the 
invitation to be Talaat’s minister of finance and to act in many 
more dealings as Talaat’s direct envoy. “Based on our brother-
hood, I request your consent [to the ministerial post],” Talaat 
telegraphed to Cavid. A day later, on 4 February 1917, Cavid 
answered that “I accept [the post] as an act of friendship and 
self- sacrifice.” At the expense of his personal and intellectual 
coherence, Cavid sentimentally overemphasized his bonds to 
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Talaat and “self- sacrifice.” He now orbited even more around 
Turkey’s strongman.24

Both were in daily communication and regularly sat down 
to discuss ongoing affairs for hours. Cavid perceived his lead-
ing friend, at times, as affected and sad, foremost in the context 
of corruption within the CUP. Faced with palpable dysfunc-
tion, Talaat often sought to save the communication among his 
political friends with a joke.25 In such situations, Cavid felt both 
anger and pity toward Talaat but justified his own, renewed 
commitment by saying that his love and responsibility for the 
country went beyond everything else. “Without giving in to 
bad sentiments in contrast to them [to CUP “friends,” notably 
Nâzım], I considered it a duty of conscience to try saving what 
could be saved from this ship [of state] that manifested cracks 
and fractures everywhere.” Compared to Hamid (Kapancızâde), 
Cavid lacked the balance of emotional and intellectual distance. 
He contented himself with writing down his frustration in his 
diary, as shortly before entering the cabinet: “I have pity for 
Talaat. How much I had wished that in a cabinet, which for the 
first time is really ours, there [would be] nothing rotten and 
dilapidated. But what can I do? He does not want to give up his 
well- known evil principles and habits.”26

Despite his lucid insights and deep emotions in August– 
September 1915, Cavid went as far as to actively back Talaat’s 
and the CUP’s will to abort any future Armenian autonomy. 
From spring 1917, he drew Talaat’s attention to the fact that the 
treaties with Germany guaranteed the Ottoman territorial sta-
tus quo, but did not prevent the possibility of Arab and Arme-
nian autonomies and Armenian return. Thus, a stipulation must 
be added. Cavid had correctly understood German diplomacy’s 
repeated emphasis, since summer 1915, that it would not be 
able to defend Turkey during postwar peace talks in matters 
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regarding the Armenians; this was the only consistent and sus-
tainable point that it made against the CUP’s Armenian policy. 
In vain, Cavid hoped to add his point. Moreover, he was con-
vinced and feared in November 1917 that “a democratic Russia 
will not conclude peace without having addressed the Arme-
nian issue,”27 yet, soon ceasing to become democratic, Soviet 
Russia sacrificed this issue.

Sadness was Talaat’s strongest “weapon” to disarm Cavid, to 
show him some consensus, telling him what he wanted to hear 
and bringing him again to his line of thinking without actually 
changing anything. Talaat’s charm was sometimes combined 
with a melancholy that mollified even angry people in his pres-
ence. After six months in the grand vizierate, Cavid strongly 
criticized his friend: “In contradiction to what we promised, we 
have not done anything to make law reign,” thus losing honor 
and integrity. “These words [of mine] made the grand vizier 
sad. . . . He too has begun to be pessimistic.”28 Pessimism, how-
ever, turned to high spirits after the geohistorical changes of 
fall 1917.

Cavid himself remained unable to draw any consequences. 
He continued working in the CUP government, making do 
with writing about his despair, caused by characterless com-
mittee members; an almost total lack of rule of law; and Talaat, 
the head of all, who made him feel both pity and anger.29

———

“Our intellectual life is since many years imprisoned,” read a 
line by the twenty- seven- year- old collaborator Necmettin 
Sadık in Ziya Gökalp’s (and the CUP’s) new opinion journal 
Yeni Mecmua (New Journal) in early 1918. Manifestly, in order to 
counter the widespread feeling of intellectual repression in his 
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“new Turkey,” Talaat joined a meeting of journalists, including 
Necmettin and Hüseyin Cahid, in early March 1918, where he 
underlined the need of freedom of press and where “his genu-
ineness and plainness increased the deference vis- à- vis him.” 
Talaat argued that “it can do its duty only if it is free. We depend 
on the unique support coming from the press.” Yet he “feared 
something,” Sadık observed, and the situation was odd. Cahid, 
senior journalist and member of the CUP Central Committee, 
declared to the assembly that from now on the government and 
the press were friends that would go hand in hand. Misunder-
standings had been a matter of the past, the “butchers” (cen-
sors) would henceforth apply their “scalpels” with restraint.

But there was one condition: “Let us always all together with 
the government struggle against the worst enemy of the coun-
try, the political reaction . . . Against the intellectual political 
reaction, against the dark forces which cause this reaction, let 
us all intellectuals of the country ally.” Inspired by Cahid and 
Talaat, Necmettin noted that the word “reaction” had now lost 
its old meaning of religious and conservative reaction (as in the 
April 1909 coup). “Political reaction means from now on a sor-
rowful attitude that does not even mention its topic, but that 
is buried in bitter memories of past times . . . That we feel from 
time to time the distress of a nightmare is the reaction caused 
by dark forces. This is what we all, and foremost the press, must 
fear.” Such “struggle against reaction” excluded reckoning with, 
or substantial criticism pertaining to, recent history. “Freedom 
of press” depended on whole- hearted participation in a war 
against evil defined by the single- party regime. Those worried 
by soul- searching were stigmatized as part of a conspiracy made 
up by dark forces.

Necmettin Sadık— an upcoming journalist and very young 
professor of sociology at Istanbul University, and later foreign 
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minister of Turkey— bought what senior journalist Cahid and 
“our great statesman [Talaat]” preached that evening of 6 March 
1918. The government would soon offer all necessary freedom 
to the press association. For him, the ideal of a construc-
tive collaboration with the state went along with a renewed 
embrace of the great ideal of Turan, as forcefully reminded by 
an (unnamed) orator at the meeting, and by Talaat, who had 
just returned from successful negociations at Brest- Litovsk.30

Defiant Revolutionists, Troubled Wilhelminians

In the course of war action and propaganda, Germany 
enmeshed itself more and more in contradictions, pipe dreams, 
and unhealthy assessments regarding its alliance with CUP Tur-
key. Or it was simply resigned to what intelligent minds recog-
nized as a fatal imbroglio. Talaat, in turn, feared losing Germany 
or putting their relations at risk— as when the United States 
declared war against Germany and Austria but not the Otto-
man Empire.31 The German leadership and press considered 
Talaat a friend and warrantor of safe relations, and Emperor 
Wilhelm II honored him by bestowing upon him the highly 
prestigious Order of the Black Eagle, which Talaat received 
with “deepest and subservient gratitude.” This conferring of an 
order contributed to Talaat’s prestige, both in Turkey and in 
Germany, and was understood in Istanbul as a strong confir-
mation of German- Turkish friendship even beyond wartime.32 
The same is true for Kaiser Wilhelm’s visit in the Ottoman capi-
tal in October 1917.

Many Germans regarded Talaat as not only a successful 
statesman but also an honest, kind, and admirable person. 
“No one could escape the charm of his sympathetic and attrac-
tive personality,” Liman von Sanders, the chief of the German 
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military mission, confessed. A wide range of Germans, such 
as Ambassador Bernstorff (who succeeded von Kühlmann in 
July 1917), journalist Friedrich Schrader, and Carl F. Lehmann- 
Haupt, professor of history at the Istanbul University, shared 
this view. Casual impressions mingled with preconceived 
opinions inspired by the press, and some fascination by Talaat 
himself— his energy, self- representation, and witty- melancholic 
charm.33

Again and again, diplomats wishfully interpreted tactical 
concessions or good words in their communication with the 
Ottoman government as a promising change, although they 
were acquainted with its fundamental dysfunction. In this 
vein, von Kühlmann, Wolff-Metternich’s successor in Istanbul 

Figure 18: Kaiser Wilhelm II in the Ottoman capital, 15 October 

1917. In front of him: Sheykhulislam Musa Kazım Efendi. Behind him: 

Talaat. On his left: Sultan Mehmed V. Behind the sultan: Enver Pasha 

(akg- images, Berlin, Sammlung Archiv für Kunst und Geschichte).
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(before becoming German foreign minister), emphasized the 
“entire victory of the Turkish- nationalist direction” within the 
CUP “from which the large- scale extermination of the Arme-
nians” had resulted. “The atrocities of the anti- Armenian will at 
long sight press down on the Turkish name,” besides degrading 
the whole country, he concluded. Yet, too rapidly, he suddenly 
believed or wanted to believe by mid- February 1917 that Talaat’s 
inaugural speech, and his words on equality before the law, was 
a seminally new direction in Ottoman national politics.34

Many Germans had not understood, or did not want to 
understand, even at the end of war, that Talaat was the architect 
of the genocide, although Wangenheim’s and Wolff- Metternich’s 
reports did not leave any doubt on this point. They confused 
Talaat’s at times “tragic mind” with humanity, identified with 
him as a heroic defender of nation and empire, or simply 
admired his loyalty and intelligence despite his lack of educa-
tion. “We cannot find a more loyal friend of Germany than 
him,” Ambassador Bernstorff wrote, calling Talaat an “unself-
ish patriot” and also, with blatant prejudice and pretension, 
“diligent, as far as this is possible in the case of an Oriental.”35 
Liman von Sanders admitted that the Central Committee “has 
ever remained a mystery” to him. Independent of their rank, 
German representatives in Istanbul were scarcely accorded “a 
look into the interior of the Turkish government mechanism,” 
not even a man as powerful as Liman von Sanders.36

On the turbulent eve of World War I, envisaging general war, 
Germany had merged its fate with a revolutionist committee 
at the head of an empire that neither its generals nor its diplo-
mats understood. They had unknowingly fallen into hot water 
and were building on shaky ground: high officers wanted to 
make Turkey a “German Egypt,” not less than those like Ernst 
Jäckh, who wanted to develop a strong and sovereign “Turkish 
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Turkey” as a key to German world power.37 Whereas fear of 
domestic revolutions increased in European countries from 
1916, particularly Russia but also Germany, the rulers in Istanbul 
did not need to dread organized resistance. The opposition was 
crushed since June 1913, the press entirely censured, the civil 
and military organizations in firm CUP hands, and the SO an 
additional instrument of control and terror during a permanent 
state of emergency. Deathlike silence reigned after genocide. 
Large parts of the remaining society were intimidated, while 
others had satisfied their greed of spoliation. Only in the last 
months of World War I did chronic, subliminal complaints 
against the administration publically surface. Power struggles, 
as usual in mobilized armies, though not harmless (see below 
for Yakub Cemil), remained under control.

Throughout his diary, Cavid accused Germany of having 
dragged Turkey into active war. At times, he exploited this half- 
true argument in his almost permanent negotiations on loans, 
the Baghdad Railway construction, and further issues. He and 
Talaat capitalized on the psychological fact that in July 1914, 
Germany had shown vulnerability. “Once it saw trouble ahead, 
it remembered us.” If it had wanted the alliance before July 1914, 
there would be perfect trust, Cavid reiterated to German dip-
lomat Frederic Rosenberg, secretary for Oriental Affairs in the 
Berlin Foreign Office. “Talaat and Enver stand and fall with us,” 
according to Bernstorff.38 Yet Turkey’s alliance and interaction 
with Wilhelminian Germany was as crucial for both sides as it 
was problematic, having introduced the Eastern Question into 
the logic and dynamics of a total global war and jihad.

“The conclusion of the alliance, the work of Talaat Pasha 
and his companions, inscribed Talaat Pasha into world his-
tory,” the Vienna Freie Presse aptly put it in May 1917, when the 
new grand vizier visited Berlin, Vienna, and Sofia. Foremost, it 



Figure 19: The German- speaking (except Swiss) press praised Talaat 

as the savior of imperial Turkey, a model for progressive politics, 

and a pillar of the common war alliance (Deutsche Levante- Zeitung, 

1 May 1917) (Staats-  und Universitätsbibliothek Hamburg).
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inscribed him and the Eastern Question into German and Aus-
trian history. The alliance with the Central powers made Talaat 
an internationally respected leader. He was considered a strong 
imperial leader in the line of Sultan Abdulhamid II, however, 
more modern and energetic, and thus more promising and 
exemplary. During Abdulhamid’s funeral in Istanbul in mid- 
February 1918 at the latest, Talaat and his CUP fellows publicly 
endorsed the legacy of this ruler whom they had demonized 
before. They discovered themselves, surprisingly, serving simi-
lar logics of state power, though much more radically.39

The year 1917 had started well for the Quadruple Alliance 
(Bulgaria was included since September 1915), as the Central 
powers finished the conquest of Romania in January, thus 
largely securing the Balkans on their behalf. The February Rev-
olution weakened the Russian army and nurtured hope for a 
separate peace.40 Insofar as Russia, the formidable enemy in the 
East, wanted peace for good after the October Revolution, and 
promising negotiations began in Brest- Litovsk, 1917 also ended 
well— despite domestic corruption that had again depressed 
the general mood during the months before. In October 1917, 
the conclusion of a military convention, planned for the post-
war era according to the treaty of 11 January 1915, prematurely 
amended the Turkish- German alliance to enhance military 
cooperation. An additional treaty on 28 September 1916 had 
precluded a separate peace. It completed the general treaty 
of 11 January 1915 that had replaced the 2 August 1914 treaty. 
Again prematurely, as it were, it wanted to maximally secure the 
interests and advantages of both countries “according to their 
sacrifices and efforts,” once a general peace was concluded. It 
emphasized that both countries “fight with all their means to 
realize a common goal.” Austria had joined the new general 
treaty on 21 March 1916.41



Figure 20: Talaat’s notice of 23 October 1917 on the alliance with Germany, 

sealed by Surah 5:56 (Ernst Jäckh Papers, Yale University Library).
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Five days after the military convention was concluded, on 23 
October 1917, Talaat left a personal, handwritten notice, prob-
ably for Foreign Office collaborator Ernst Jäckh, but certainly to 
the attention of all German friends in politics. It may be read as 
a profession of political faith and concerned, significantly, only 
the German alliance partner:

It would be an error to consider our alliance with Germany 
as an ephemeral political combination. The Turkish- German 
alliance is the result of a concrete policy based on the com-
munity of interests. The Quadruple Alliance has proved 
itself during three years of war; it will, with God’s help, tri-
umph over the difficulties of the moment and ensure for our 
countries a glorious peace and a prosperous future. On the 
strength of our right, we will win! Those on God’s side will be 
victors [Surah 5:56, written in Arabic, the rest in French].42

It is plausible that Talaat believed in what he wrote in this 
informal notice. The reference to God and the Koran was obvi-
ously not part of a vocabulary for domestic purposes. Cavid’s 
and Hayri’s diaries confirm this seriousness. Only if Germany 
made a common cause with Russia would the alliance lose its 
validity for Turkey, Talaat had affirmed in late 1916. In any case, 
the CUP rulers expected that Germany “resigned freely and 
whole- heartedly on the [Ottoman] Capitulations,” unilaterally 
abolished in September 1914.43

In retrospect, the young grand vizier’s faith in a common 
Ottoman- German future might appear tragic and pathetic, 
as his last resort to save the empire, had he not combined it 
with a deathly ideology and a policy of ruthless crimes. Both 
elements— the systematic violation of Ottoman Christians 
and others, and his illusive outlook on a future alongside the 
Central powers— were, however, logically connected. Turan 
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was not a trivial fantasy but a significant, cogent element of the 
CUP’s imperially biased, territorially overstretched war ideol-
ogy. Talaat stood for faith in the right, might, and longevity of 
the Central powers’ new order of Europe, the Middle East, and 
Russia, as endorsed by the alliance treaties and, foremost in 
March 1918, the triumphant Brest- Litovsk Treaty.

Thanks to the reconquest of Erzincan, Erzurum, and Trab-
zon, and the reacquisition of Kars, Batum, and Ardahan, Talaat’s 
ministry enjoyed an outwardly strong position in spring 1918. 
Many CUP leaders were, however, overconfident and lacked a 
holistic view of the situation. “The Turks became triumphant 
after the collapse of Russia,” Bernstorff wrote in retrospect. 
“They created increasing problems by running after annexa-
tions” beyond the agreements of the Brest- Litovsk Treaty. 

Figure 21: Representatives of the Central powers at Brest- Litovsk, 

early 1918: German general Max Hoffmann, Austrian foreign 

minister Count Czernin, Talaat Pasha, and German foreign minister 

Richard von Kühlmann (Generallandesarchiv Karslruhe).
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“They believed to have finished victoriously their war,” over-
looking the importance of the West front and the fresh will “of 
the Western powers to settle the Eastern Question according 
to their own will.” In terms of a functioning domestic adminis-
tration and of trust between the allies, things were unstable in 
Talaat’s Turkey.44

Talaat’s imperial “spirit of Brest- Litovsk” combined might 
and tradition, not only with a renewed pan- völkisch enthu-
siasm but also with the postulate of civilizational progress 
according to European lines. It welcomed selected cases of 
self- determination, as in Poland and the Ukraine, by the grace 
of hegemonic neighbors. Lacking principles, political viability, 
and global strategic intelligence, it was not rooted in democ-
racy and basic human rights. Imperialist futures projected in the 
Entente’s agreements in spring 1916 were, by contrast, at least 
publicly exposed, besides being challenged by the newcomer 

Figure 22: Kaiser Karl’s visit in the Ottoman capital; Talaat is in the foreground 

on the right, May 1918 (Wienbibliothek im Rathaus, Tagblattarchiv).
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United States and by revolutionary Russia. Britain attempted, at 
least, to achieve a minimum of justice for the Armenians, even 
if— in a fundamental analysis focused on the Levant— its impe-
rial policy had lost its viability in the 1910s. This study contends 
that the Eastern Question in 1912– 13 was its ultimate aporia, as 
personified by Talaat’s contemporary Winston Churchill. Poli-
tics without a holistic approach under Churchill’s leadership in 
the early 1920s led to purely functional approaches to a Levant 
that Churchill then conceptualized as the “Middle East.” Even 
if it saved the empire in the short term, this “political pauper-
ization” lacked vision for a vital future for all parts involved, 
especially for Middle Easterners themselves— except for Israel.

———

Germany and German- speaking Central powers and their 
presses joined in praising what they called highly promising 
“Turkish nationalists,” that is, the CUP in power, and declared 
the CUP policy as concurring with their own interests, even 
if, as many felt, it was on shaky ground. The timeline of the 
leaders in Berlin was narrow and illusional even in the eyes of 
CUP man Cavid. “I was with Helfferich for lunch. Zimmer-
mann and Rosenberg were also there. I saw them all being quite 
optimistic. When I stated that the war would continue for at 
least a year, they believed it would end before winter [1916– 17],” 
Cavid noted in summer 1916. Vice- Chancellor Karl Helfferich 
held that a German victory would supersede a general peace 
conference, and the Central powers would obtain reparations, 
so that Berlin could pay back the loans it had made to finance 
war. Talaat trusted Helfferich’s analyses and outlook on the 
contemporary world, but he distrusted Matthias Erzberger, the 
leader of the democratic forces since Germany’s political July 
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1917 crisis, because Erzberger worried about the Armenians. 
After war, Helfferich became a leader of the German Far Right 
and a deadly adversary of Erzberger, his long- term competitor. 
Erzberger was murdered in 1921, after Helfferich had publicly 
targeted him. The case of foreign minister Walther Rathenau, 
assassinated in 1922, was similar.45

During war, imperial nationalists like Helfferich had their 
like- minded, already much more radical counterparts in 
Istanbul, who placed their faith in Germany, thus empower-
ing one another in radical thinking. “This evening, the [Otto-
man] [P]arliament has again witnessed the stupid thoughts of 
Bahâeddin Şakir. War must be declared against America; no 
American spy [missionaries, teachers, doctors] has to be left 
here,” Cavid noted on 10 April 1917:

It throws one into despair to see the destiny of the nation 
under the influence of men with such a mind.  .  .  . Ziya 
[Gökalp] too opined that the nation had to take a resolute 
stance against America and to march together with Ger-
many, as if Germany will provide for everything. There was 
again the old refrain [from 1914]: “If we must die, let us 
die. . . .” These wretched people do not know any relation 
with life outside Turkey and are unaware of what happens in 
the world. They imagine Germany to be as powerful as God.

The parliament decided to cut relations with America, as 
Talaat had stipulated, to please Germany. Cavid and Cahid were 
“voices in the desert crying out” against an interdependence 
with Germany that did not leave room for alternatives. Voiced 
in small circles and reaching his ears, such statements put the 
road that Talaat had chosen into question and made him visibly 
“feel sad.” Yet, in consequence, he again convinced the “dissi-
dents,” in spite of it all.46
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The German- speaking press unctuously praised the CUP 
men of action, their political style, and their policy and narra-
tive of national salvation. The manner in which it celebrated the 
Turkish nationalists accustomed the German- speaking public 
(except for Switzerland) to have a positive outlook on proto-
fascist features that the top elites in Berlin, however, did not 
embrace. Arthur Zimmermann, state secretary in the  Foreign 
Office, expressed his sympathy with the solitary dissident 
Ahmed Rıza, “an idealist” who “left a good impression” during 
his visit in Berlin “for his belief in the [peaceful] unity of differ-
ent peoples.” Yet the rift had irreparably opened between ideals 
and what Berlin believed to be realpolitik (but that was actually 
unreal and illusionary, because it suppressed essential aspects 
of political life and society). In Cavid’s ears, Kaiser Wilhelm’s 
speeches during his mid- October 1917 visit in Istanbul were full 
of wishful thinking. Invited to a dinner in the house of banker 
Oscar Wassermann in Berlin in January 1918, Cavid utterly 
enjoyed conversing with Walther Rathenau, future foreign min-
ister of the Weimar Republic, and writer Maximilian Harden, 
two men “who were not militarized,” as was the German rule 
under the de facto dictator General Erich Ludendorff. The latter 
may be considered Talaat’s German counterpart. Ludendorff, a 
social Darwinist with a narrowly militaristic, ingenious, tactical 
mind, built on sand even more than Talaat. After war, under the 
sectarian influence of his wife, this German counterpart resem-
bled an enthusiast worshipping a racially German god Wotan.47

An anonymous author, probably close to Austrian foreign 
minister Czernin, well summarized Turkey- inspired political 
thought in Austria and Germany by spring 1918:

A new [CUP] regime has in a judicious tactic of rejuvenation 
introduced modern spirit, modern thought, and national 
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feeling into the Orient . . . and ruthlessly forced [durchge-

drückt] the success of the national direction. . . . Men head 
this movement who have acquired governmental positions 
not by birth but talent, men like Talaat Pasha . . . who have 
recognized in time the necessity of an alliance with the Cen-
tral powers. The successful participation of Turkey at the 
Great War has naturally favored the nationalist direction. . . . 
The victorious resistance at the Dardanelles was an almost 
unique heroic deed in the middle of the present war’s haunt-
ing events.

The same piece fully welcomed the restoration of Turkish 
rule on the former Ottoman territory of Caucasus, as deter-
mined in the Brest- Litovsk Treaty, and hopefully welcomed 
even a potential “Muslim republic of the Crimea under Turk-
ish suzerainty.” The article quoted Czernin as having coined the 
mantra “Triest- Damascus, and all the land that belongs to the 
Turks in Asia Minor” and culminated in conjuring “the great 
salvation” for Turkey’s future with an economic and cultural 
alliance of “Central Europe [Mitteleuropa] and the Orient [the 
Ottoman Empire].” According to the article’s author, both 
formed a holistic unity, possessed “one and the same goal and 
future,” and had sealed with blood an eternal friendship.48

Faltering British Rule: A Matrix for Defiance

The multiple sources used for this biography point to the cen-
trality of the alliance with Germany in Talaat’s rise to might and 
political standing in 1910’s Istanbul, and to his awareness of this 
fact, his loyalty, and his corresponding projection of a political 
future for the nation in whose name he claimed to act. That he 
began to learn German in the first months of the world war was 
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more than a caprice. It is improbable that he seriously thought 
of a separate peace and, particularly, that he would commit a 
breach of the alliance agreements in 1917. Only serious tensions 
in the Caucasus and the reemergence of the Armenian issue, 
along with disillusionment about territorial recovery in the 
Balkans in spring and looming defeat in the West in summer 
1918, made him lose international support and his faith in Ger-
many for good. Together with Cavid, he certainly had done all 
he could to strengthen the Ottoman lever in negotiations with 
Germany.

Talaat may have used straw men to spread confusion or to 
sound out possibilities of negotiation regarding Britain in 1917, 
notably through his (in many British eyes) liberal friend Mus-
tafa Rahmi, governor of İzmir. But even this is not certain. It is 
true that, like Britain itself, members of the dispersed opposi-
tion (but also a few CUP members) sought a separate peace. 
They were critical of the war policy or wanted to ensure their 
postwar positions early on. It is therefore tempting to take 
some British documents left by or relating to individuals such 
as J. R. Pilling, Basil Zaharoff, Mustafa Rahmi, Abdülkerim, or 
Fuad Selim at face value when they deal with thrilling plots. 
Yet insight into political life in the Ottoman capital under 
Talaat must be considered cautiously. It is true that, driven by 
self- interest or group interest, several smart people repeatedly 
claimed to speak for, or stand in contact with, high representa-
tives, in particular Talaat, but this could only be partly true, or, 
more often than not, simply invented. There were chances to 
win influence and make money in a flourishing business of sell-
ing political contacts, information, and fake news. In this area, 
inexperienced Zionists had already made their own sobering 
forays in Istanbul in 1913 (see chap. 5, sec. “Talaat, Palestine, 
and Zionism”).
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There were two prominent cases of British prime minister 
Lloyd George’s secret diplomacy with Turkey in the second 
half of the war. His “special envoy” in Switzerland in 1917, J. 
R. Pilling, left minor traces in the Ottoman state archives and 
merited a short entry in Cavid’s diary (Cavid was sympathetic 
with the idea of taking some distance toward Germany) but 
elicited no direct reaction from Talaat Pasha himself. Pilling’s 
second letter to Talaat on 22 May 1917 (conserved in the Otto-
man state archive), sent from Bern, Switzerland, to Istanbul by 
the Ottoman legate Fuad Selim, was certainly not smart enough 
to strike a chord in Talaat’s political soul or, at least, to provoke 
minor considerations. It was too bluntly anti- German, put too 
clumsily, falsely put all the blame for the alliance with Germany 
and the war policy on the former grand vizier Said Halim, and 
promised too much in the case of a separate peace. It was a fan-
tasy, or a trial balloon, when he reported to Lloyd George that 
Talaat desired an independent Armenian buffer state between 
Turkey and Russia.49

The other prominent attempt of Lloyd George’s secret diplo-
macy in Turkey, also beginning in spring 1917, sought to sepa-
rate Enver from Talaat and the war, and even to push Enver 
into exile. There was— or was thought to be— a chain of con-
tact from George via Basil Zaharoff and Abdülkerim to Enver. 
The weakest link in this case was Enver’s relative Abdülkerim. 
Abdülkerim, a former diplomat and secretary under Abdul-
hamid II, was arms dealer Zaharoff ’s main contact person 
(superwealthy Zaharoff was a Turkish- speaking Rûm born in 
Asia Minor).50 Abdülkerim’s obvious motive, however, was to 
get money from his rich interlocutory; his detailed coordina-
tion with Enver— including the suggestion that Britain offer a 
luxury asylum to Enver, paid by Zaharoff— was most likely a 
lucrative lie, but he was clearly so smart that Western historians 
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take him seriously in main points. Yet these awkward attempts 
of secret diplomacy are interesting for the light they shed on 
Lloyd George’s disoriented outlook on the Middle East after 
the Russian February Revolution, and ultimately for Britain’s 
aporia when faced with an unexpectedly costly war and the 
challenge of a postwar future in the Levant.51

Thanks to military successes in Gallipoli, Iraq, and (with 
Ottoman participation) Galicia and Romania, Enver had 
won more prestige. Yet he could not afford the loss of Ger-
man backing and could not afford, in any case, the loss of his 
political friendship with Talaat. German ambassador Bern-
storff judged him as “weak to such an extent that he survives 
only thanks to us and the grand vizier.”52 Enver’s patriotic self- 
concept could only be insulted by Abdülkerim’s fanciful offer 
of a British- sponsored life in luxury abroad. He was, however, 
shrewd enough, in accordance with Talaat, to plot any sort of 
deception, as in the case of the alliance offer to Russia in early 
August 1914. Lloyd George’s experts and the British Foreign 
Office under foreign secretary Arthur Balfour, which were not 
informed about Zaharoff ’s attempts at getting in touch with 
Enver, correctly assessed the chances of a separate peace with 
Turkey as minimal in 1917.

The highest chance for brokering (a separate) peace was 
with Russia after the February Revolution, “but [these] peace 
hopes have expired,” Cavid wrote mid- June 1917, shortly after 
the Zaharoff- Abdülkerim scheme, allegedly planned in Enver’s 
name, had started (to last into 1918).53 Neither Cavid nor Enver 
were in Switzerland when Abdülkerim pretended they were. 
During summer 1917, they were busy in Istanbul trying to get 
money from Berlin again and preparing to sign a military con-
vention agreement; in January 1918 Enver deputized Talaat, 
who had gone to Brest- Litovsk, in Istanbul. What Aubrey 
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Herbert— an orientalist, captain, member of parliament, and 
agent for special contacts— had reported already in July 1917, 
from his more prudent and sober contacts with oppositional 
liberal Ottoman circles in Switzerland to his superiors in the 
Foreign Office in London, was that none “of the big forces in 
Turkey” were ready for negotiations, although Herbert then 
believed that Talaat was “the moving spirit in the feeler that has 
been put out.”54

It is true, in conclusion, that Enver’s attachment to and 
dependency on Talaat in political matters since 1908 seems to 
have suffered from the 1916 putsch attempt by Major Yakub 
Cemil (the killer of Nâzım Pasha in January 1913), along with 
SO Circassians who had been close to Enver, at least before 1916. 
Yet this and similar events proved, once more, that Talaat was 
smartest in the multidimensional game of power in the Otto-
man capital. Cemil had wanted a separate peace and mentioned 
Mustafa Kemal as the man he apparently envisaged to replace 
Enver, the war minister. (If this “confession” was true and not 
fabricated, Talaat could certainly better deal with Enver than 
with the more independent- minded Mustafa Kemal.) Talaat 
suppressed the timely discovered group and executed Cemil in 
late summer 1916, when Enver was staying in Germany. By then, 
he had swiftly eliminated internal opposition and smartly navi-
gated to “avoid discord with Enver.” He had saved his web of 
high- level dependencies and successfully dealt with the protes-
tation by the incorruptible CUP administrator Canbolad (see 
chap. 5, sec. “Victor, Noah, National Father”) and with putsch-
ist officers (formerly) close to Enver. Apparently, there was also 
conflict between Enver and Talaat in early 1917 concerning a 
new recruiting law that went too far in Talaat’s eyes. Rumor of 
another putsch attempt in late 1917 involved both Enver and 
Mustafa Kemal but was, again, short- lived.55
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———

In his own apologetic words after war, Britain had been Talaat’s 
first choice of foreign policy before 1914, but he had felt spurned 
and offended when Britain refused to provide inspectors gen-
eral for reforms in the eastern provinces in autumn 1913. Serious 
alienation had started earlier, when Britain supported Kâmil 
Pasha’s anti- CUP cabinet and positions during the Balkan Wars 
that CUP patriots could never accept. When Aubrey Herbert 
asked the exiled grand vizier in a long conversation in Cologne 
on 26– 27 February 1921, “at what point friendly relations between 
ourselves and Turkey became impossible,” Talaat answered, “at 
the time when [the British prime minister] Mr. Asquith made 
his speech on the question of Adrianople,” demanding that it 
remain Bulgarian. He understood that Asquith was bluffing and 
thus lost respect. He then successfully defied Asquith’s threat-
ening statement and organized his hometown Edirne’s (Adri-
anople) reconquest, implemented by Enver in late July 1913.

Although there is a clear apologetic strategy in the CUP 
argument of fatal rejection by British representatives, even 
before Cavid’s letter to Churchill in 1911 (see chap. 4, sec. 
“CUP’s Crises, Fall, and Radical Recalibration”), important 
aspects of Talaat’s interaction with Britain must be considered. 
Rebellious defiance linked to a grudge over the refusal of rec-
ognition by Britain, which he had regarded the leading global 
power, characterizes Talaat’s make- or- break approach from 1913 
onward; his collaboration with Germany, entrenched in July 
1914; his readiness to categorically put all blame on others; and 
his abandonment of differentiated approaches, notably regard-
ing the Armenians and the future of Asia Minor. “You drove us 
into the arms of Germany. We had no alternative: anything else 
was political death and partition.”56
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Germany was already an attractive and obvious choice for 
Talaat and his friends before Britain refused companionship, 
as the development of relations from 1909 shows (see chap. 
3, sec. “Sobered, Disturbed, Depressed”). German diplomats 
shared frustrations in view of the global system and had, since 
1913, shown peculiar admiration and support for the CUP’s 
struggle for a “new Turkey.” Though there was British refusal 
on the level of diplomacy, CUP writers inflated it and used it as 
a far- reaching argument: the negative British behavior vis- à- vis 
sincere and hopeful CUP politicians and the British confisca-
tion of Ottoman warships on 1 August 1914, authorized, in reac-
tion, Turkey’s radical measures and war at the side of Germany. 
In selective perception, the triumph at the Dardanelles and on 
Gallipoli in 1915, the British defeat in Iraq at Kut (southeast of 
Baghdad) in spring 1916, and the final collapse of Britain’s Rus-
sian ally in the Caucasus all seemed to confirm Talaat’s German 
strategy. The czar’s overthrow mid- March 1917 had outweighed 
the depressing news of the fall of Baghdad, a former seat of the 
caliph, a year after the triumph at Kut.57

In detached analysis, the blame for squandered opportuni-
ties and missed compromises, which may have helped avoid a 
deadly geostrategic polarization, fell on both Turkey and Brit-
ain. Outwardly at its peak in the early twentieth century, impe-
rial British rule certainly did not stand the tests of the twentieth 
century, based as it was on premodern royal prerogatives, race, 
and class mentality. Besides class distinctions, relatively dem-
ocratic rule, including rule of law in Britain, differed funda-
mentally from the authoritarian and at times “lawless rule” of 
martial law by British governors overseas.58 The exhaustion of 
its legitimacy and resources had become clear on the threshold 
of the twentieth century with the Second Boer War in dealing 
with Ireland and regarding the social question in Britain itself 
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(pauperization, class cleavages, state- conducted transfer of chil-
dren abroad). Faltering British behavior in Istanbul disabled 
possible initiatives of conflict resolution or mitigation regarding 
the Eastern Question.

Talaat’s radicalization in the early 1910s interacted with 
British behavior, because he looked up to global power. A 
decade ago, the international press had broadly covered the 
Boer War, where the British military had introduced huge and 
deathly concentration camps. British discourse about human-
ity, democracy, and self- determination devalued itself signifi-
cantly. Imperially biased racial, cultural, and Darwinist views 
appeared at the surface of political thought, also informing Brit-
ish philo-  and anti- Semitism, after religious restorationism (the 
modern, mainly Protestant, current of faith in the restoration 
of the Jews to Palestine and to Jesus, a forerunner of current 
Christian Zionism) had largely vanished. Put pointedly, these 
views were contained only to distinguish oneself from ugly late-
comer racisms in Continental Europe. Viewed from Istanbul, 
differences were gradual, not substantial. Racist treatment of 
indigenous people groups in Africa, Australia, and Asia by a 
respected power offered a strong but misleading justification 
to implement, or radicalize, anticonstitutional policies in their 
own Ottoman Empire.59

As already alluded to, the analyses provided by British 
diplomacy in the post- 1908 Ottoman Empire lacked acumen 
and, after November 1914, direct access to important sources. 
Britain’s diplomatic efforts had to make all sorts of interpola-
tions, often based on mediocre intelligence. The representa-
tives of the British Empire, the ambassadors Gerard Lowther 
and Louis Mallet, had been comparatively weak figures. Con-
spiracy theories pervade British post- 1908 reporting from the 
Ottoman political hub (see chap. 5, sec. “Talaat, Palestine, and 
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Zionism”). Psychological capacity and proactive, constructive 
diplomacy in Istanbul would have been critical during those 
years. British- Russian compromise on a partial involvement 
of British experts in the reform scheme in 1913 would possibly 
have disarmed Talaat’s defiance and saved posterity from the 
argument that the CUP had been forcibly driven into German 
arms. Britain may have squandered opportunities and failed to 
build a minimum of trust or, at the least, liability. It certainly 
lacked sustaining, constructive perspectives beyond its own fal-
tering, imperial construction. Yet, fixated on the international 
game of power and the desire for sovereignty (i.e., CUP power), 
Talaat took British inconsistency as a reason and excuse for a 
radical, largely reactionary revolutionist attitude that only the 
alliance with Germany allowed him to act out.

Thus, apologetic right from the outset, Talaat played down 
his own responsibility for acts for which he was mainly respon-
sible, as the archival track amply shows. “The Turks had virtu-
ally offered us Turkey, and we had refused it. We had thrown in 
our lot with the Russians, and they could not remain neutral. 
They [the Turks] took the only way that promised salvation. 
He [Talaat] excused himself for the Armenians, repudiating 
responsibility, and went into the possibility of an understand-
ing with ourselves. Throughout these conversations, he was 
very friendly and rather cynical,” Herbert noted in his diary on 
3 March 1921. “I asked him what had been their relations with 
the Germans during the war. He laughed and said, ‘detestable.’ ” 
Talaat’s deceptive language in conversation with Herbert while 
he was in exile must, of course, be assessed on its own logic and 
according to the post- 1918 context. It certainly did not change 
the fact that the synergy between Turan- loving revolutionists 
and Wilhelminians, who sought Weltgeltung (worldwide rec-
ognition and international standing) through world war, had 
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set mental coordinates for history yet to come. Having read 
Herbert’s report on his encounter with Talaat, a superior in 
the Foreign Office concluded insightfully that Talaat “found 
it difficult to co- operate with us since our policy towards Tur-
key for the last forty years has been essentially a negative one: 
hence its utter futility both as regards the Christian popula-
tion in Turkey whom we wished to benefit as well as British 
interests.”60

Winston Churchill rightly stated in his book World Crisis that 
there was “no great sphere of policy about which the British 
Government was less completely informed than the Turkish” 
and that it (including Churchill himself) wrongly believed in 
late summer 1914 “that Turkey had no policy and might still 
be won or lost.” Churchill himself, and his ambivalence, mir-
rored a smug but confused attitude vis- à- vis the challenges of 
the late Ottoman world. For two decades, he oscillated between 
a liberal stance à la Gladstone, a conservative pro- Turkish line 
à la Disraeli, and a new current in the vein of German post- 
1908 Turkey fever. This current resulted in a strong sympathy 
with the CUP leaders, who it appreciated, identified with, 
and admired, as young and energetic representatives of a fal-
tering empire who struggled to save their imperial stance. In 
Churchill’s case, after a decade of decisive failures, this finally 
also meant, as early as November 1920, the will to friendship 
with (ex- CUP) Kemalist Turkey, at the cost of ethics and jus-
tice, for a short- lived imperial embrace of (mostly) Islamic ter-
ritory (“to ease the [British] position in Egypt, Mesopotamia, 
Persia, and India”). Michelle Tusan recently concluded that 
the British incapacity “to fully prosecute Ottoman war crimes 
made visible the tension between nineteenth- century notions 
of moral responsibility and a universal standard of human 
rights by exposing a moralizing British Empire as a less than 
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legitimate voice of international justice mired in its own impe-
rial struggles.”61

Put shortly: The exhaustion of British rule in general, and 
resources for conflict resolution as needed for the Eastern 
Question in the early 1910s in particular, went hand in hand 
with the rise of Talaat’s Gökalp- inspired politics and served as 
a self- righteous argument for such radicalism. World War I and 
the alliance with Germany offered a fertile matrix for a pioneer-
ing political practice of young imperial revolutionists reacting 
against the globally leading Entente powers. Against the histori-
cal background of Europe at large in the first half of the twen-
tieth century, this practice might be understood and labeled 
as protofascist. Yet it antecedes the rise of fascism, including a 
more explicit religious factor, and was to transcend Continen-
tal European fascism. Pioneered by the CUP, the synergy of 
Islamism and Turkish ethnonationalism, an aggressive pattern 
of power concentration, did not die off after World War II, as 
did National Socialism (Nazism) and other European fascisms.

Imperialisms Face Utopia, Dystopia: 

Sykes- Picot, Balfour, Brest- Litovsk

To defy Britain power in alliance with German might was a 
feature that determined Talaat’s political biography since 1913. 
To this was added, since July 1914, the will not only to defy 
and to contain but to destroy the Russian Empire. Once Russia 
was revolutionized, Germany was defeated, and the Arab parts 
of the empire were lost, Talaat in exile logically sought British 
friendship again, as noted by Herbert, who met Talaat in Ger-
many in early 1921. In this sense, the former grand vizier was a 
pragmatist of power, or simply clung to power. Excepting (most 
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of ) Asia Minor, he was again ready to deal with Britain after 
war, amply using the threat of what we might call an “antiliberal 
international of revolutionists,” including CUP leaders in exile 
who were now heads of Islamist cells, to push his agenda for-
ward (see chap. 6, “Antiliberal International of Revolutionists”). 
Yet the last year of World War I had offered him the viewpoint 
of a much more brilliant future.

Gökalp’s Turan— the exalted, expansive, and lunatic politico- 
cultural utopia of Talaat’s cohort— reemerged after its aborted 
late 1914 boom and again proved its deathly potential, as it 
went hand in hand with the will to partially (Talaat) or entirely 
(Halil Pasha, Enver’s uncle) destroy the remaining Armenians 
in the Caucasus. At the same time (1917– 18), the deportation of 
another Anatolian population group of Christians, justified for 
military necessity by German officers, again turned into geno-
cide. This time, the target was the Rûm of Pontus— often called 
Pontus Greeks— at the Eastern Black Sea region (see also chap. 
5, sec. “Mirroring and Managing Anti- Christian Forces in the 
East”). In spring 1918, Muslim voices in the parliament claimed 
that now the time had arrived that “the Rûm, our worst enemies 
[in the region of Trabzon], must depart.”62 As soon as he landed 
in Samsun on 19 May 1919, Talaat’s heir, Kemal, was to continue 
the destruction of this Christian minority via gangs that had 
been involved in the slaughter of 1915– 16. Led by Kemal’s gen-
eral Nureddin Pasha, a former CUP general and notorious 
fanatic, this was the first military action of the second, that is, 
post- 1918 “Turkish war of salvation” (the first being the one 
starting in 1913 with the recovery of Edirne, although prefigured 
already by the domestic reconquest of power after the short- 
lived coup of April 1909) (see chaps. 3– 4).

Talaat’s grand vizierate marked the Ottoman context of 
the incisive 1917 to early 1918 projection of futures for Europe, 
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Russia, the Ottoman world, and globally. The plans agreed on 
by Sykes, Picot, and Sazonov in spring 1916 in Petrograd were 
partly realized after 1918, including the specific Sykes- Picot 
Agreement of 16 May 1916. Some of the projections of Talaat, 
the main leader of a still Ottoman Middle East and ally in a 
quadruple alliance of Central powers, however, determined the 
post- Ottoman Levant no less than did the secret Entente agree-
ments of spring 1916, as well as the Balfour Declaration, which 
was added to them in late 1917. This is true for Asia Minor, the 
initial core of the agreements, where the plans of Sykes, Picot, 
and Sazonov entirely failed and the CUP’s momentum, started 
for good in 1913, finally won over. Although defeat removed 
the longtime alliance with Germany, the international pillar 
of Talaat’s policy, his core policy did not lose its momentum. 
It based a successful struggle for Asia Minor under Mustafa 
Kemal (Atatürk).

It is therefore accurate to consider two seminal moments 
and momentums regarding the Ottoman Levant in late World 
War I, even if only Sykes- Picot became a myth. The “Talaat 
Pasha moment” may be called Turkey’s new momentum after 
the incisive recalibration of geostrategy in November 1917. 
This resulted from the Russian October Revolution, the Brit-
ish breakthrough in Palestine, the Balfour Declaration, Ger-
man advances in Eastern Europe, and the publication of the 
secret Entente agreements. Talaat’s political zenith, reflected 
in the Brest- Litovsk Treaty on 3 March 1918, was the outcome 
of negotiations that had started in December 1917. The CUP’s 
self- confidence and scope of action in Eastern Asia Minor, the 
Caucasus, and beyond greatly increased. It was far from giving 
up the Arab parts of the empire. This went hand in hand with 
a German imperialism eager to ensure dominant influence— 
particularly, economical— in Turkey, preferably in cooperation 
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with Talaat’s ministry, to continue after a general peace confer-
ence. German ambassador Bernstorff believed in early March 
1918 that “several weeks of daily contact with European states-
men [in Brest- Litovsk, Berlin, and Vienna] had stimulated” 
Talaat and permitted him “to catch up on the education that 
he lacked.” Yet Talaat’s zenith was marked by simultaneous, 
increasing domestic anger over corruption and the loss of his 
confidence concerning German support for Turkey’s imperial 
restoration.63

To be accurate on competing futures, we must add a third 
distinct momentum, built on more long- term confidence and 
opportunity: the Balfour Declaration on 2 November 1917. 
This was a small and short- lived but significant element next 
to the copious and, later, largely dismissed arrangements for 
the future based on military projections. This declaration, too, 
centrally concerned the Ottoman world. It deserves a careful, 
contextualized analysis. In a first approach, it was part of a Brit-
ish projection of a Middle Eastern future that responded, in 
a timely manner, to fundamental geostrategic and ideological 
changes induced by Russia’s revolutionary transformation. It 
set the Central powers into a difficult but revealing zugzwang 
in Istanbul, Berlin, and at Brest- Litovsk. Jews in Eastern Europe 
and Russia had until then generally sympathized with the Cen-
tral powers, and the hate of Russia had contributed to a close 
relation between CUP members and the Jewish Ottoman elite, 
foremost since dictatorship was established in 1913 and during 
World War I. Yet the Central powers were hardly capable of a 
sound response to the Balfour Declaration, because they them-
selves were far from being progressive and consensual on mat-
ters of nationalities and self- determination.

A second approach to the Balfour Declaration, and a deeper 
analysis of its contents, reveals more. The declaration not only 
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translated into diplomacy the centuries- old restorationist, 
decades- old Zionist demand of a Jewish home in Palestine, 
which went back to biblical prophecies, but also joined, if 
restrainedly, with the Ottoman 1908 constitutional framework 
of a fair coexistence, with equal rights, of different ethnoreli-
gious groups in a modernized Middle East. Even if the declara-
tion first attended to the Jewish desire of a national home, it also 
combined two main Levant- centered utopias of the modern 
era. These utopias stood entirely at odds with Talaat’s post- 1913 
political spirit, and even more so as the declaration concurred 
with British government statements supporting a viable auton-
omy of Armenia.64

That World War I was a fundamental, groundbreaking cat-
aclysm of larger Europe had become evident in 1917. Hence-
forth, for any modern- minded public with a minimal global 
consciousness, a convincing postimperial rule must unmistak-
ably obey the principle of equality and democracy, regardless 
of ethnic and religious belonging, as both President Wilson 
and communist leader Lenin emphasized in their addresses 
to a global public in 1917– 18. For those who appreciated the 
Bible, it must also take into account what the vital prophetic 
tradition had said for thousands of years about future forms of 
human cohabitation on Earth. This tradition insisted on basic 
human laws of equality and mutual respect, and thus evidently 
transcended premodern myths of religious, racial, cultural, or 
national superiorities, yet was stuck on the antique promise of 
a “restoration of Israel.”65

Talaat reaffirmed his relevant position in correspondence 
with Cemal Pasha in early 1917. “I entirely agree with the 
opinion of Your Highness saying that the damaging agency 
and influence of Zionism against the supreme interests of the 
country must be erased. Yet, because the Zionists enjoy great 
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political and economic power among our allies and the neutral 
states, I see it more appropriate [to achieve the same goal] to 
apply unambiguously the existing laws and to profit from the 
present situation, instead of enacting a new law that provokes 
international opinion. . . . I believe that we can destroy and erase 
Zionism, and thus preserve the holy interests of the country.”66 
Cemal’s temporary success in defending Gaza in the spring did 
not prevent the final fall of Jerusalem in autumn 1917. In early 
1917, he had hoped to completely change the fortunes of war 
with a renewed Suez campaign, as he then wrote to Talaat. The 
sentimental, pious, allegedly patriotic, but egocentric and nar-
cissistic language of this half- chimerical, half- tragic telegram of 
6 January 1917 by a top actor might be read as the dead end of 
CUP imperialism on a linguistic level.67

Talaat’s fundamental stance did not change after the loss of 
Palestine. He probably believed until summer 1918 that Ger-
man power would, as the alliance contract stipulated, provide 
for the recovery of Ottoman territory during postwar peace 
negotiations. Even Cavid had opined, based on the stipula-
tions, that Germany had to, if necessary, throw Belgium into the 
pot at the peace negotiations, in order to recover Basra, in the 
southern end of Iraq, from Britain.68 Pressured by Bernstorff, 
Talaat accepted an interview with the Zionist representative 
Julius Becker on 12 December 1917, because the Central powers 
needed to counter the wave of pro- British sympathy among Jews 
engendered by the Balfour Declaration.69 From its contents, 
the interview could be nothing other than a deception from a 
Zionist point of view. Talaat strictly stuck to imperial equalizing 
and strengthening of central government, and promised only 
within this framework a little more autonomy for municipalities, 
including those in Palestine. He emphasized inaccurately— as 
flimsy propaganda from several sides would repeat throughout 
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the twentieth century— that “We do not have any Jewish Ques-
tion,” and “Turkey is the only land that does not know any anti- 
Semitism, present in all other countries.”70

During his stay in the Ottoman capital in late 1917 to early 
1918, Becker grasped the realities more accurately. Talaat, 
Cemal, and their political friends had hitherto not developed 
a promising domestic policy that could face challenges similar 
to that of the Jewish Question. Becker took it as a confession of 
political incapacity that they feared immigrating Jews as poten-
tial enemies, even if these brought capital and competence into 
the country, thus pointing to a systemic weakness of the empire. 
A cultured and upright German Zionist, however, he certainly 
overestimated Jewish goodwill, in the manner of  Theodor 
 Herzl’s optimistic novel Altneuland, and underestimated the 
naked will of Zionists to rule over territory based on ethno-
religious distinction or “maximalist” ideology, as represented 
by leaders from Eastern Europe (later explicitly criticized by 
him).71 Still, Becker revealed main factors of CUP rule and 
psychology: fear and intimidation, along with defiance and the 
pretense of superiority, bound to feelings of inferiority vis- à- vis 
non- Muslims. These factors overlap with what this book calls a 
deep- seated, imperial Sunni Ottoman bias. “Why did we burn 
down İzmir [in 1922]?” Falih Rıfkı (Atay), Cemal’s and later 
Talaat’s assistant and Mustafa Kemal’s close companion, asked 
rhetorically during the Interwar period.

When the Armenians were deported, out of the same fear we 
have burned down all their still inhabitable quarters in the 
towns of Anatolia. . . . This was not by pure destructiveness, 
but an inferiority complex played a role. All that appeared to 
be European was like Christian and strange, and therefore 
strictly and fatefully not ours.72
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The talk with Becker was not Talaat’s last word to Zionists. 
Believing in the critical global power of the Jews, and therefore 
the need to bargain with them, Talaat met Zionist representa-
tives in Berlin and Istanbul during and after the Brest- Litovsk 
conference, from January to August 1918, in view of ameliorated 
conditions for the establishment of a “Jewish center” in Pal-
estine under Turkish rule. At Brest- Litovsk itself, neither the 
Central powers nor the young Bolshevik government could 
be convinced concerning stipulations favoring Jewish auton-
omy in Europe and/or Palestine, despite efforts by the Zion-
ist executive branch in Berlin and Poale Zion (a movement of 
Marxist- Zionist Jewish workers). Berlin, however, was in favor, 
and Talaat gave the impression that he would do his best to look 
into the matter.73

On the road to Brest- Litovsk, Talaat met Nossig in Berlin on 
5 January 1918 and (according to Nossig’s optimistic reporting) 
promised to meet all Jewish wishes, praised Ottoman Jewish 
loyalty, emphasized the numerous Jewish friends he had him-
self, and authorized Nossig to call his CUP intimate Karasu 
from Istanbul for further negotiation. Karasu and Midhat Şükrü 
had been involved in Nossig’s foundation of the Ottoman- 
Israelite Union in Istanbul in September 1915. Temporarily back 
from Brest- Litovsk, Talaat agreed to meet on 23 January 1918 
with representatives of the German- Israelite Ottoman Union 
and the General Jewish Colonization Organization, joined by 
other Zionist spokespeople. He promised to accept immigra-
tion of a “large number of Jews,” read Nossig’s report. This was 
an important point for Berlin, because it would allow a reduc-
tion in Jewish immigration to Germany from Eastern Europe, 
which, as it seemed then, would remain under German rule.

In early 1918, after a widely pulicized statement from the Ger-
man Foreign Ministry that refered to Talaat, German Jews saw a 
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happy combination of Jewish, Ottoman, and German interests 
in favor of real equality and local government for Jews, both 
in Eastern Europe and in Palestine. The committee Pro Paläs-
tina, a “German committee for the promotion of Jewish settle-
ment in Palestine,” mirrored the (ephemeral) shining hour of 
German- Ottoman– supported Zionism that seemed to reach 
important goals quickly. The committee was founded in Berlin 
in spring 1918, with a broad coalition of prominent Jewish and 
non- Jewish German members. German- supported Ottoman- 
Jewish negotiations resumed at the end of June in Istanbul, led 
on the European Jewish side by Jacobson and on the Ottoman 
side by Mazliah and Nahum, as well as Şükrü, Gökalp, and 
Nâzım. The CUP’s expectation from the Zionists was clear: 
not only sympathy but Jewish propaganda for Turkish rule in 
Palestine and imperial Turkey in general, implicitly including 
active denial of crimes against humanity.74

By mid- July 1918, when Talaat approved “the creation of 
a [religious] Jewish center in Palestine by means of a well- 
organized immigration and colonization,” and the communiqué 
emphasized that “the Jewish ambitions could be well realized 
under Ottoman sovereignty and in the framework of the Otto-
man Empire,” the whole scheme rested politically on sand.75 
General defeat not only loomed, but there was also a lack of 
relevant political will and understanding in Istanbul, beyond 
Talaat’s determination to hold the Jews on his side in an inter-
national power game that then quickly slipped away from him.

———

The plans of Sykes, Picot, and Sazonov had been published 
in late November 1917. Before, they had remained secret. 
By October 1916, Talaat had known about common French 
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and Armenian efforts in view of the postwar order. In mid- 
November 1916, they had resulted in the establishment of a 
French Armenian Legion in view of a postwar order in- line 
with the Entente plans. Apparently, however (as concluded 
from the record in the Ottoman archives and the contempo-
rary newspapers), these plans, once published in late 1917, did 
not attract much attention from the CUP government or the 
press. Talaat mentioned the Sykes- Picot Agreement later, in a 
letter on 22 December 1919, to Mustafa Kemal (Atatürk): “The 
treaty concluded by France and Britain in 1916 makes the Arab 
lands [of the Ottoman Empire] appear like a dissected bird, 
and leaves almost only desert for an autonomous Arabia.” He 
then took this as an argument for the unity of Turks and Arabs 
during the peace negotiations and, to strengthen the bond, for 
emphasizing the caliphate.76

Russia’s exit from the war and the Entente, and the negotia-
tions at Brest- Litovsk starting in late 1917, seemed to offer the 
Ottomans a strong alternative to the Balfour Declaration and 
the secret Entente agreements of 1916. The Ottoman alterna-
tive banked on victoriously expanding Central powers, and 
the Central powers’ subsequent strong position at a general 
peace conference. This would allow the CUP regime to end 
world war with territorial gains in the Caucasus and, hope-
fully, territorial recovery in the Balkans— and with a status 
quo regarding Arabia, thanks to the rescission of British con-
quests. Concluded after nearly four months of negotiations, the 
Brest- Litovsk Treaty on 3 March 1918 was a huge diplomatic 
victory for Turkey, since it opened the door to recovering three 
Caucasian provinces lost to Russia in 1878 (Article IV of the 
Treaty). The Treaty of Batumi, signed by Ottoman Turkey and 
the post- czarist states of Georgia, Armenia, and Azerbaijan on 
4 June 1918, added even more territory. In the last third of May 
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1918 and early June, the Ottoman army threatened Yerevan, the 
last remaining Armenian city, but was fought back by the ulti-
mate effort of reorganized Armenian forces at Karakilise and 
Sardarabad.77

Talaat kept holding foreign policy in his hand and thus 
led the negotiations in  person in Brest- Litowsk in January 
and February 1918. He identified with Ludendorff ’s policy of 
pressure and occupation of vast Russian territory. “We see 
this in accordance with the interests of the Ottoman state, 
since the Bolshevik program includes the idea of reviving, in 
another way, the old great Russia.”78 With the new indepen-
dent Ukraine, negotiations were led separately and concluded 
earlier. The Ukrainian delegation expressed admiration for 

Map 5: Europe and the Caucasus after the Treaty of Brest- Litovsk, March 1918.
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Turkey’s achievements during war and expected Palestine to 
also be Ottoman territory in the future.79 Much more difficult 
than in Brest- Litovsk were— in the case of final victory for the 
Central powers— territorial gains in the Balkans. Negotiations 
with Bulgaria and Romania to recover former Ottoman terri-
tory failed. Yet undoing losses of the First Balkan War was an 
important matter of prestige and self- image for Talaat and the 
CUP. “Even small territorial gains” would be “useful for the 
standing” of his cabinet, he made known to German foreign 
minister Richard von Kühlmann in early March 1918— but was 
frustrated.80

A dark shadow over Talaat’s brilliant early 1918 outlook was 
the Armenians. As in autumn 1914, Talaat and Enver again 
largely consented in matters that concerned Eastern Asia Minor 
and the Caucasus. They took seriously Entente statements on 
Armenian independence, followed closely analogous state-
ments by the Bolsheviks, and knew Germany’s sensitive stand 
as voiced by Erzberger in 1916 concerning the return of Arme-
nian survivors and the restitution of their property.81 In order 
to influence the negotiations, Enver informed Talaat during his 
stay in Brest- Litovsk of Armenian acts of atrocity and revenge 
against Muslims during the Russian retreat from Erzincan, 
Ezurum, and Kars; the arming of the Pontus Rûm; the creation 
of Muslim gangs; and Georgian- Armenian cooperation that 
led to the short- lived Transcaucasian Democratic Federative 
Republic. In early 1918, Enver made do in his letters by saying 
that if really, according to the principle of self- determination, 
the Armenians were to be considered, “this, of course, is to be 
applied not to our country but to regions [in the Caucasus] that 
belong to them and have no relation with us.” Talaat warned in 
response that “if, God beware, we failed against the Armenians, 
this would be ugly in the eyes of the world and dangerous for 
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our country”— not least because crimes would then be revealed 
and entail political consequences.82

In late spring 1918, the anti- Armenian stance of the CUP 
luminaries went far. “If in the future a small Armenia is estab-
lished, it will take orders from America,” Enver wrote to his 
general Vehib Pasha. From a few hundred thousand inhabi-
tants, “it would become a country of millions and again for us 
a kind of Bulgaria in the East, and a more harmful enemy than 
Russia, because all Armenian interests and wishes are focused 
on our country.” He concluded that “it is unacceptable to offer 
a [political] existence to the Armenians. It is necessary to do 
all in order to weaken them completely and leave them in an 
entirely destitute state so that their deprived life conditions pre-
vent them from organizing themselves.”83

Enver’s uncle Halil, then the commander of a renewed cam-
paign into the Caucasus, shouted even more bluntly his desire 
for global extermination: “I will not leave even one Armenian 
on the surface of the earth!”84 As representative of a suppos-
edly superior race and religion, he felt authorized to extermi-
nate an “inferior” group that did not welcome Turkish- Muslim 
hegemony over Caucasia. General Otto von Lossow, military 
attaché at the embassy in Istanbul, reported in late May 1918 
that “the aim of Turkish policy is the permanent occupation of 
the Armenian districts and the extermination of the Armenians. 
All of Talaat’s and Enver’s assurances to the contrary are lies. In 
Constantinople, the extreme anti- Armenian trend has gained 
the upper hand.”85

In a hyperbolic reversion of reality typical for CUP discourse, 
Halil Pasha reproached the Armenians for their “campaign of 
annihilation” and “war of revenge” against the Turks in 1918. The 
CUP had conducted an exterminatory jihad against Caucasian 
and Ottoman Christians from the first year of World War I and 
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resumed it in the new context of Russian retreat in 1918. Galva-
nized anew by Turanist utopia, the CUP sought expansion far 
beyond the imperial restoration of three Caucasian provinces, 
subjecting the alliance with Germany to a serious stress test. In 
German ambassador Bernstorff ’s words, the CUP leaders were 
happy that atrocities in Caucasia in 1918 seemed to offer them 
“a belated excuse for their prior sins.” Massacres of Muslims, 
including Alevis, by Armenian militias took place during the 
retreat of the Russian army from Erzincan and Erzurum and 
also in Baku on 31 March 1918, on the eve of Baku’s communist 
commune. In turn, in addition to former extreme mass vio-
lence, the advancing Turkish forces massacred the Armenians 
of Kars and Ardahan, and— organized as the Islamic Army of 
the Caucasus since July 1918— deliberately killed thousands 
of Armenians when entering Baku mid- September 1915. The 
Islamic Army of the Caucasus stood under the command of 
Nuri (Killigil) Pasha, Enver’s half brother.86

There are strong arguments that say that “Zion”— the place of 
longing for generations of Jews and Christian restorationists— 
stands for “utopia,” whereas “Turan,” in Gökalp’s diction, the 
Turks’ “enormous and eternal fatherland,” stands for “dystopia” 
or a deathly utopia connected to the Great War of the 1910s and 
to genocide. Zion and Turan (coupled with “Kızılelma”) served 
as a kind of abstract Messiah or Mahdi. Both Zionism and Tura-
nism were political messianisms, though, from their substance, 
at odds with each other. Both escaped from apparently over-
powerful imperialisms: Zion went beyond empire from its sheer 
content— not least the salvation from, and repair of, defeat and 
destruction once inflicted by the Roman Empire— whereas 
Turan stood in explicit opposition to the British and Czarist 
Empires. Although Turanism wanted European civilization 
grafted into Turkdom (as did Kemalism afterward), it sought 
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escape from European power and supervision. As an exalted, 
overstretched irredenta, the Turanist escape was itself, however, 
imperialist: a nationalist expansion of the Ottoman Empire.

This is true even if in early 1918 certain authors (notably 
in Gökalp’s new journal Yeni Mecmua) emphasized cultural, 
racial, religious, and economic— not political— unity. Still, 
Istanbul and Anatolia’s Turkish polity was considered the “cul-
tural center,” “seat of the caliphate,” and “national Kaaba” of a 
Turan composed of “40 million Turks and Muslims.” Political 
ambitions were intertwined with cultural ones, political unity 
was envisaged as following cultural- religious unity. Gökalp per-
sisted in his desire to see the “unity of [Turan’s] Turks” form a 
“great Turkish nation” with a common “Turkish- Muslim ideal,” 
because “this age only grants nations that are big in number the 
right to live.” Once “saved,” Turan would be, he prophesied, a 
great body politic or “organism” (uzviyet) of all Turks, their sub-
states, and their strong joint armies in Asia Minor, the Caucasus, 
Central Asia, and so on. All would be Muslim, use the Turkish 
language of Istanbul, and be led by one charismatic, eschato-
logical leader- commander (reis, sahib- kırân, kumandan). As a 
result, all Turks would be “organized top- down like an army” 
and form obedient members of one state and one solidary 
society. Dissent would be severely repressed, divergent opin-
ions or ideals “killed.” Indeed, Gökalp’s early 1918 pamphlets 
look like blueprints for European fascism, yet they emphasize 
Islam.87 Zion, the ideal of a small nation wanting to live, also 
escaped from contemporary Europe’s social and political reali-
ties, including anti- Semitism. Moreover, it became a kind of 
trendy utopia for certain non- Jewish imperial elites in Britain 
and Germany, a utopia outsourced to the Levant by Europeans 
devoid of a utopian outlook. For Jews, it was to become a ques-
tion of survival.
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There existed, to conclude this section, not only Sykes- 
Picot, but two competing projections of the Ottoman world 
during World War I, both partly succeeding in the long term. 
Final victory of the Central powers seemed realistic after the 
recalibration of geostrategy in November 1917, and the Treaty 
of Brest- Litovsk of March 1918 opened the door to Ottoman 
reconquest in the South Caucasus and beyond. Grand vizier 
Talaat’s regime won momentum, along with territorial recovery 
and the renewed idea of Turanic unity from Istanbul to Central 
Asia. The Balfour Declaration and its key notion of a “national 
home” went beyond the imperial projections, coinciding with 
the British promise of self- rule and justice for the Armenians. 
Both promises discriminated positively in favor of groups out-
side the centuries- old imperial Sunni hegemony in the Levant, 
but only one had the chance to succeed after war.

From a Summer in Denial in Istanbul  

to Truth in Berlin— and Resignation

Due to Ottoman re- expansion into the Russian Caucasus, 
Talaat enjoyed a strong position in early 1918, yet it failed to last, 
lacked a solid domestic construction, suffered heavy defeats at 
the other fronts, and finally, due to defeat in the West, lost Ger-
many, its international cornerstone. Talaat came to understand 
the situation only belatedly, while visiting Berlin in September 
1918 to discuss frictions in the Caucasus and coordination in 
view of peace negotiations.88

Before being confronted with the politically disintegrat-
ing German capital, he had refused to acknowledge facts that 
undermined the cornerstone of his war logic: his belief in 
Germany’s might and support, and his faith in lofty alliance 
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treaties. With few gradual differences, almost all CUP leaders 
had become ‘nihai zafer’ci, that is, mouthpieces for (and, mostly, 
real believers in) ultimate victory. Any expression of doubt on 
Endsieg (ultimate victory) was taboo; whoever looked pessi-
mistic among the CUP people and in the Central Committee’s 
Nuruosmaniye headquarters was spurned as weak- spirited and 
negative.89

Member of parliament and Tanin editorial writer Muhittin 
(Birgen) had spent summer 1917 in Berlin, experienced Ger-
many’s political “July crisis,” and made, as he wrote, alarming 
observations. Back in Istanbul, he had shared them with Talaat. 
Although still impressively strong and well organized in con-
trast to Turkey, Germany appeared deeply divided domesti-
cally. Muhittin had been in touch with representatives of the 
Left and other democrats who wanted a state, including a kaiser 
that was subordinate to the rule of the parliament. A nation that 
had matured, they argued, could not be satisfied with a Reich-
stag reduced to budget inspection. Demanding peace without 
annexation and the primacy of parliament against dictatorial 
generals, Matthias Erzberger’s seminal speech on 6 July 1917 was 
backed by a majority of deputies and made Erzberger a new 
democratic leader in a polarized political landscape. Chancel-
lor Bethmann Hollweg must resign, vice- chancellor Helfferich 
a few months later.90

Muhittin was appalled by the belief of German democrats 
in “salvation not by force but politics, thus duping themselves,” 
their will to rapid peacemaking with Russia, and their faith 
in Britain’s and France’s readiness to peacefully compromise 
once Germany became democratic. Writing in retrospect 
under Atatürk’s dictatorship (whom he praised in the same 
breath with Hitler and Mussolini), Talaat’s former collabora-
tor felt sorry for those democrats in Germany who had gotten 
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into a predicament and, he believed, lost sight of the iron law of 
the “merciless struggle for life in international politics.” When 
Muhittin, in September 1917, told Talaat his observations from 
Berlin, for the first time he noticed an expression of darkness 
in the leader’s demeanor and eyes, whereas Gökalp, also pres-
ent, remained utterly optimistic, refocusing on Turan in view of 
Russia’s increasing collapse. Nine months later, in a long face- 
to- face interview in late spring 1918, Talaat questioned Muhit-
tin again on the international situation. Before, during the five 
years of Muhittin’s editorship, he had rarely felt the need to 
consult with him.

The young but experienced journalist discerned a worn, per-
plexed grand vizier, despite diplomatic triumph in March 1918. 
Talaat’s usual habit of smiling and teasing during conversation 
was absent. Serious tensions with Germany, not only in view 
of the Caucasus but also of territorial reacquisitions in the Bal-
kans, had emerged already by late March, thus “offending and 
depressing” Talaat. Thoughts of a separate peace or degraded 
relations with Germany then came to mind, according to Cavid. 
Cavid, in turn, added to the tension by pressuring Helfferich 
and Rosenberg to a full German relief of Turkey’s debt. He 
overstretched the argument that preventing Turkey from finan-
cial collapse was in Germany’s best interest. Secretary Rosen-
berg clarified to Cavid that the Reichskanzler was “saddened 
to see that the money which Germany had given us was used 
to annihilate Christians; [and that] this was part of the actual 
problem” between both governments.91 An overcommitted 
patriot depending on Talaat, Cavid could not cope with unset-
tling truths, although he knew them.

Confirming Cavid’s observation of an increasing laissez- 
faire in the supervision of the valis,92 the grand vizier himself 
expressed disillusion, domestically and internationally, during 
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a private talk in the Nuruosmaniye headquarters in July 1918, 
saying, “The war has broken the country’s entire morale. Wher-
ever you look, a great number of those involved in politics line 
their own pockets. . . . The Germans could not break through at 
the Western front; all hope we set in them has proved null and 
void.” Talaat now trusted Ismail Canbolad (whom he had mar-
ginalized in spring 1916) with the Ministry of the Interior, but 
only until 2 October. “Hitherto, I still kept the Ministry of the 
Interior in order to avoid discord with Enver,” he confided to 
Cavid; “now I want whatever discord exists to emerge in order 
to solve the problems.”93 Although again a hollow promise, this 
statement revealed the situation.

By July 1918, Talaat felt trapped amid three “fires,” as he 
put it: Enver Pasha, now again a very unpredictable friend 
because he was newly galvanized and overly optimistic, 
thanks to Ottoman advance in the Caucasus, and ready “to 
fight to the last man”; the new sultan Mehmed VI Vahided-
din, a critic of the CUP and a stronger personality than his 
predecessor; and enemies advancing from the West and the 
South. Talaat had lost his faith in the war dynamics, which 
he had enthusiastically embraced a few years ago, and with 
this the energy, drive, and self- confidence that had so much 
impressed German visitors during war. In Muhittin’s words, 
“We had lost. Talaat was defeated. He himself does not yet 
believe and accept the defeat; he still expects the result of the 
repeated German offensives at the Western front. Yet he found 
himself defeated, although he was not yet conscious of it. His 
defeat implied the defeat of Turkey.”94

Muhittin went to Berlin again in late July 1918 and met with 
Erzberger (the “man of the hour”), an utterly helpless Rosen-
berg, and other generally perplexed German representatives. 
He collected information for Talaat, who also had decided on 
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a trip to the German capital. Muhittin was impressed by the 
pessimism and confusion reigning in the German capital and, 
most strikingly for him, by the topicality of the crimes against 
the Armenians among democrats from the Left and the moder-
ate Right. The press abounded in relevant articles, “whereas we, 
in Istanbul, had not been aware at all of these kinds of publica-
tions.” Yet he felt the democrats’ strong point against the CUP 
regime as being comprehensively “against us [Turks].”

For Muhittin, the Ottoman Embassy in Berlin had been 
blind not to notice the emergence of a democratic coalition 
that explicitly took a different position than the ruling German 
establishment toward war, the CUP regime, and human rights. 
Hence, diplomatic reports had little to do with decisive realities. 
A crucial question for Talaat was about honoring agreements 
and coordination between the allies during the forthcoming 
peace negotiations. Muhittin asked this question during a pri-
vate meeting with Erzberger in his hotel. Erzberger appreciated 
the issue but emphasized that the existing governments were 
military and political oligarchies that did not speak the political 
language of democrats and therefore could not be full partners.

The leader of democrats then went on, saying (in Muhittin’s 
recollection), “Turkey has become a plague for us. You must 
indeed recognize that the publications on the murder of the 
Armenians in the French, English, and American press make 
us democrats ashamed. . . . Unfortunately, a huge opprobrium 
defiles Turkey, which we cannot defend, nor is it our duty to 
do so.” He did not believe Muhittin’s narrative of national self- 
defense against the Armenians, nor his argument that “our 
share of sin” was “slight and insignificant when compared to 
the Entente’s share of sin and responsibility.” Regarding the 
Armenians, Talaat’s man, blinded, went so far as to state that 
“we Turks acknowledge ourselves as sinless.”
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———

The committee had known since summer 1915 that during 
postwar peace negotiations, German diplomacy would not be 
ready to defend Turkey regarding its Armenian policy. Since 
Erzberger’s visit in Istanbul in early 1916, it feared the corollary 
conviction of German representatives that Armenian survivors 
must be resettled in their own homes and their property must 
be restored. Hence, from 1915 to 19 16, despite moral defeatism 
in the main matter, there was a reasonably consistent argument 
of German diplomacy against Talaat’s scheme, since Wangen-
heim, Germany’s representative, had approved only a tempo-
rary removal of people from war zones in late spring 1915, and 
no spoliation. Although inconsequential, Cavid finally agreed 
that “the Armenians from the provinces of Anatolia” had “to 
come back to their homes,” despite problems of restitution, 
partial destruction of homes, or the use of their properties 
by migrants and functionaries. He successfully defended this 
position in the parliament in mid- October 1918, after Talaat’s 
resignation.95

Muhittin could not appreciate at all that “the Armenian 
issue was the whole reason” for German democrats to aban-
don Turkey in late summer 1918 in the name of humanity and 
a democratic future. (In his memoir, the murder of Erzberger 
and Germany’s crises of the 1920s were the punishment for 
blindness and an unfaithful abandonment. In contrast to men 
like Erzberger, Adolf Hitler chose the right way, as the Turks 
had done in an exemplary manner before him, he opined.) 
Muhittin was Talaat’s most intimate contact when Talaat 
arrived in Berlin in early September 1918. Cavid had left Berlin 
before and met with Talaat in the train between Budapest and 
Vienna on 5 September.96 Talaat became grave when Muhittin 
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reported to him about Germany’s ongoing domestic collapse, 
Erzberger’s statements, and the categorical language that Erz-
berger used in the name of democracy. Talaat still refused 
to accept a world war defeat that implied the defeat of his 
whole regime, reckoning with history and the urgent call of 
democracy.

In his negotiations with German foreign minister Paul von 
Hintze and General Lossow on 8 September 1918, Talaat turned 
his back on the pan- Turkist surge that parts of the CUP had 
been obsessed with since 1917. His new modesty translated into 
the formula of Caucasian “buffer states instead of Great power 
dreams,” according to German protocol, and into renouncing 
annexations in Northern Iran. However, he left a door open 
to expansive influence by demanding “a new Mohammedan 
state in Turkestan” (east of the Caspian Sea with, according to 
Talaat, 14 million inhabitants). He demanded German arms 
and instructors for Turkestan in order to enable Turkestan’s 
active participation in the war. Lossow answered that “we 
cannot send officers. We send, however, all the time [a lot of] 
arms. We do not need to control how Turkey uses them.” On 
13 September, Talaat was, according to Hintze, “very happy 
to be graciously invited [to the German military headquar-
ters] by his Excellence” (the kaiser). In the German military 
headquarters, Talaat wished, in the words of Wilhelm von 
Stumm, undersecretary of state, “to comfort himself ‘morally’ 
by talking with his Excellence, the field marshal and general 
Ludendorff.”97

In his repeated conversations with Muhittin in his hotel, 
Talaat finally became resigned to the reality that defeat in 
the world war was at his door. He began to focus on what he 
regarded as the main challenges in Turkey after defeat, after 
abandonment by Germany, and the fall of the CUP. It was 
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evidently impossible, henceforth, to maintain any territorial 
status quo of the Ottoman Empire during the impending peace 
negotiations. Talaat and his German interlocutors agreed that 
the governments of the Central powers would each call for a 
peace based on US president Wilson’s Fourteen Points. In his 
talks with Muhittin, Talaat welcomed, for the first time, a sepa-
ration of the Arab domains, anticipating that negotiations could 
impose it. His main argument regarded Asia Minor, the focal 
point of his politics since 1913. From now on, there “remained no 
problem of minorities in any former sense and importance. . . . 
We may have done well or badly; in any case we have succeeded 
in transforming Turkey to a nation- state in Anatolia. Among us, 
the elements of disturbance and dissension have decreased.” 
Although realizing world war defeat, Talaat thus reconfirmed 
what he believed to be the salutariness of his main exploit: 
the destruction of Ottoman minorities demanding equality— 
above all, the Armenians.

Talaat moreover admitted that, out of fear, the CUP had 
largely suppressed any opposition, and that in the future, a lib-
eral and a conservative political pole should mutually check the 
political life in Turkey. Truly liberal forces remained excluded 
from the political thought of this first father of the nation- state. 
What he understood as “liberal” had nothing to do with the 
universal meaning of the word or with Ottoman liberals like 
Prince Sabahaddin and Krikor Zohrab, whom he had sent, as 
allegedly treacherous, to death. He reduced the label “liberal” 
to define a comparatively leftist faction within the CUP in con-
trast to another, more conservative one. He opined that “Union 
and Progress must be separated into two parts” in order to con-
trol future Turkey. A few years later, Mustafa Kemal Pasha failed 
twice in his attempts, as preconceived by Talaat, to introduce, 
top- down, an oppositional party.98
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———

Before departing from Berlin and arriving in Istanbul on 27 Sep-
tember 1918, Talaat had practically decided to resign. The mood 
in the Ottoman capital had gone from bad to worse vis- à- vis the 
manifest corruption that badly affected infrastructure and sup-
plies. Politically, Talaat had nothing to fear, but he had to deal 
with growing unrest in the parliament and in the CUP itself 
after everybody had understood that his grand vizierate could 
not keep its promise of ending corruption and undersupply. “All 
money that came from Germany or was already in the country 
coalesced in a few hands, whereas the big masses impoverish 
and starve,” German ambassador Bernstoff had stated in early 
1918. Only temporarily had the peace with Russia, the recov-
ery of territory, and the revival of Turan saved the situation in 
spring 1918.99

“Istanbul has entirely become a place abounding in dis-
grace” (i.e., corruption, illegal enrichment, and ostentatious 
opulence of CUP circles alongside large groups living in mis-
ery), Lütfi Simavi, a leading official at the sultan’s court and a 
privileged observer, wrote in an entry on 25 May 1918.100 Com-
plaints against the CUP rulers abounded. “This cabinet has 
no longer any right to survive. It failed in every challenge that 
it wanted to meet,” said member of the cabinet Cavid, who 
was back in the Ottoman capital a week before Talaat, in late 
September 1918. He was angry about Talaat’s travels, which 
in his eyes had not produced tangible results. He revolted 
against the waste of resources for conquest in the Caucasus, 
Enver’s notorious and ill- placed optimism, and the death cult 
of sectarian committee members. “Doctor Nâzım pointed to 
national honor. ‘Together with the Germans we will and are 
bound to die.’ ”101
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Although his face looked extremely sad when he got off the 
train at Sirkeçi station on 27 September 1918, on the same day, in 
a press conference, Talaat drew a rosy picture of his Berlin visit 
and the general situation. The collapse of the fronts in Bulgaria 
and Syria were of minor importance, since “in the Caucasus 
and Central Asia fresh forces were organized from [Turkes-
tan’s] Turks and soon brought to the fronts, thus making up 
the balance.” Journalist and professor at the Istanbul University 
Ahmed Emin (Yalman) could not find any comfort and sign 
of hope in Talaat’s “tired old refrains regarding the Caucasus.” 
When the grand vizier called him shortly after, he spoke an 
entirely different language: “What I said to you all was to pre-
vent sudden excitation and panic among the people. The truth 
is that everything is finished. We have lost the war. . . . We have 

Figure 23: Talaat Pasha in the moon of Kurban Bayramı 

(Sacrifice Feast, 16– 19 September 1918), from which peace 

is expected (Karagöz, 27 September 1918).
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committed a lot of mistakes. Yet you know that our love for the 
fatherland was strong, and that out of national fears we took a 
couple of risks and finally lost the thread.”102

On 29 September 1918, two days after Talaat’s arrival in the 
Ottoman capital, Bulgaria laid down its arms so that Turkey 
was isolated from Austria and Germany. “This news exploded 
like a bomb in Istanbul.” Bewilderment and wretchedness 
reigned in the CUP Nuruosmaniye headquarters. Muhittin, 
Talaat’s frequent companion in the last year of war and lead 
writer of the CUP paper Tanin, faced intellectual ruin. “How 
many years I have said so many things to the people. Everything 
has all at once collapsed.”103 Talaat’s resignation was declared in 
the press on 13 October 1918. The new cabinet of Ahmed İzzet 
Pasha started on 14 October. Ahmed Tevfik Pasha, whom Sul-
tan Vahideddin had first trusted to form a new ministry, had 
failed to succeed because Talaat had pressured him to include 
CUP men like Cavid and Hayri in the new cabinet.

Not everything had collapsed. Viewed from the CUP, 
the foremost organization of Turkish Muslim power since 
1908 and the impetus of what this study calls “imperial war 
ummah,” the time had now arrived to let CUP men who 
were not compromised by warmongering and direct anti- 
Armenian involvement— like İzzet, Hüseyin Rauf (Orbay), 
Mustafa Kemal, Mustafa Hayri, Kâzım Karabekir, and Ali Fethi 
(Okyar)— come into Turkey’s limelight. They were all officers, 
except Hayri, and nearly the same age, except Hayri and İzzet. 
Moreover, Talaat’s circle made sure that through a new organi-
zation called Karakol (Sentinel), based on CUP and SO mem-
bers, there was a CUP- guided underground organization in and 
beyond Istanbul after the end of his rule.104

On 1 November 1918, Talaat delivered a farewell speech at 
the last CUP Congress in the Nuruosmaniye headquarters. A 
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collaborator of Atatürk’s, minister of education and Kemalist 
professor of history Yusuf H. Bayur (1891– 1980), has detailed 
Talaat’s “manifest lies regarding most important points,” in his 
voluminous work Türk inkılâbı tarihi, written in the middle of 
the twentieth century. He notably elaborated on Talaat’s wrong 
chronology regarding the genesis of the German- Ottoman alli-
ance and his cleansed account of the anti- Russian Ottoman 
aggression in late October, both of which attenuated responsi-
bility for the embrace of war. Not the expectant war- gambling 
from his and the CUP side but German pressure appeared, in 
his words on 1 November, as the main cause for Turkey’s fatal 
entrance into war in 1914. “I absolutely intended to enter the 
war together with our allies,” he stated, thus not denying his dis-
position toward war and the admission that he was convinced 
until 1918 of Germany’s victory, but he pretended that he had 
wanted to postpone official entrance into war. Factual entrance 
into war must, however, be distinguished from official entrance 
in November 1914. The CUP had most willingly started irregu-
lar warfare at the eastern front in August; Gökalp had publicly, 
though unofficially, declared jihad on a road toward Turan. 
These sins of omission in Talaat’s speech concerned crucial ele-
ments of total war and the matrix for genocide. Talaat could, 
however, not “deny evil deeds.” Yet, again, he tried to evade pri-
mary responsibility by distorting narratives, suppressing facts, 
and relegating blame.105

Still, by fall 1918, large parts of the population stuck by 
Talaat and even loved him. They kept on believing in him as a 
little- educated but successful child from ordinary people like 
themselves. In their eyes, he stood for highly committed patri-
otism, national resurrection, and, in contrast to most others, 
incorruptibility. Once defeat was clear in October 1918, they 
expected from him at least a steadfast confession of what had 
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gone wrong— in order to save their belief in him as a basically 
“good ruler.” “They believed that . . . he would stand up to justice 
and bravely accept any eventual judgment. This, however, did 
not happen,” Lütfi Simavi wrote in his entry on 3 November 
1918. He emphasized that the sad news of Talaat’s, Enver’s, and 
Cemal’s flight exploded again like a bomb in Istanbul. There 
was still no answer from President Wilson by early November 
to the Ottoman proposal to accept peace according to Wilson’s 
principles.106

German Asylum: Keeping on the Struggle

In the middle of the night on 1– 2 November 1918, Talaat fled 
on a German vessel to Sevastopol on the Crimean Peninsula, 
together with CUP members Enver, Cemal, Nâzım, and Şakir. 
Grand Vizier Ahmed İzzet did not prevent the fugitives’ flight 
yet asked for their extradition as soon as the court in Istanbul 
demanded it. Though victim of a plot in late 1913 that had made 
him resign from the war ministry in favor of Enver, İzzet did not 
seek personal revenge nor effective justice but acted within the 
limits that Turkish Muslim patriotism inspired him.

All three former ministers sent him short farewell letters that 
emphasized their unselfish commitment to state, nation, and 
fatherland. (These were rhetorical figures present in almost all 
“ego- documents” of the CUP cohort written in the first and 
second thirds of the twentieth century.) They asked for under-
standing for their flight at that critical time. Cemal underlined 
that he had not feared being arrested, “as you know better than 
anyone else,” clearly pointing to the anti- Armenian crimes in 
which he had not been directly involved. Enver foregrounded 
his future commitment to Muslim independence in the Cau-
casus and that he would thus indirectly again fight for “my 
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religion, my nation, and my sultan.” Former grand vizier Talaat 
chose a personal language in his letter. His striking emphasis 
on honesty, modest property, and a limited amount of money, 
of which he would take half with him and leave the rest to his 
family, may suggest a strategic lie (if analyzed in the context 
of his numerous telic deceits). He may have taken important 
assets with him that allowed him to agitate in and from Berlin, 
as he was, in fact, to do.107

From Crimea, accompanied by Şakir and Nâzım, Talaat con-
tinued by train to Berlin, where he arrived on 10 November, one 
day after the German emperor Wilhelm II had himself fled the 
German capital. There, insecurity and a revolutionary atmo-
sphere reigned. After the first difficult days in a hotel at the Alex-
anderplatz, then at other places, Talaat finally moved to a big 
flat that friends had found for him at the Harden bergerstrasse 
4, today’s Ernst- Reuter Square, near the Zoologischer Garten 
railway station. Friedrich Ebert, the new chancellor from the 
Social Democratic Party, signed a paper that legalized Talaat’s 
stay and travels in Germany. His wife, Hayriye, followed him in 
spring 1920.108

Old friends of the Foreign Ministry proved very helpful. 
Foreign minister Wilhelm Solf had written to the embassy in 
Constantinople that Germany would, of course, offer asylum 
to Talaat and Enver, loyal long- term allies, in contrast to those 
who, by leaving Turkey, wanted only “to elude responsibility 
for the persecution of the Armenians.” He added— with dou-
bled absurdity and simplemindedness— that “we must not ret-
roactively become complicit in protecting perpetrators from 
punishment.”109 Oscar Wassermann (board member of the 
Deutsche Bank), Hanna Wangenheim (widow of the deceased 
German ambassador), and many others offered the former 
grand vizier and his companions hospitality. Talaat claimed lack 
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of means in his letters, and Cavid’s diary seems to confirm this 
situation. Yet he possessed the means to build up a center of 
agitation in Berlin and to travel extensively throughout Europe. 
In any case, he enjoyed support from wealthy friends like Was-
sermann, Strauss (a collaborator of the German Foreign Office 
and/or the Deutsche Bank), and Karasu and Mazliah, old party 
friends from Salonica and collaborators of the war regime, who 
repeatedly appear in his postwar correspondence.110

Talaat reemerged discreetly in Berlin under the name of Ali 
Sâî (“zealous worker”), a pseudonym he had already taken in 
autumn 1912 as a war volunteer, though he also used several 
other pseudonyms. In contrast to his show of patriotic defiance 
and his self- assured proclamation in summer 1912, when the 
CUP had also lost power and the deposed minister remained, 
nevertheless, in the capital, he decided now, in a more seri-
ous situation and deeper depression, for asylum in Berlin. He 
feared the revenge of political rivals and international, foremost 
British, justice. Above all, fear reigned regarding the “notori-
ous topic” (Cavid), the crimes against the Armenians, so that 
the CUP decided all members clearly involved in these activi-
ties, for example, Diyarbekir deputy Feyzi or Anteb deputy Ali 
Cenani, go into hiding or at least disappear for a while from the 
Ottoman capital.111

Supported by the Turkish club in Berlin, and ordered to do 
so by Grand Vizier İzzet Pasha, the ambassador to Germany, 
Rifat Pasha, made efforts to extradite the high- ranking CUP 
asylum seekers to the justice of the Istanbul government.112 Yet 
forces within the young Weimar Republic backed these exiles 
of the former ally and luminaries of the defunct single- party 
regime. Solf and many others German notables, still respect-
ful of the CUP representatives, continued considering Talaat 
as an honorable and meritorious statesman, as German war 
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propaganda had represented him for four years. More schizo-
phrenically than naively, they missed coming to terms with 
Talaat’s main share of the blame in the Armenian issue. Cavid 
(himself convinced of his friend’s responsibility for the abomi-
nation in 1915) wondered in late 1918 that Germans, although 
they believed that relevant orders had been given by Talaat and 
the CUP, could still absurdly seek others responsible behind 
the obvious playmaker Talaat.113

Initially, Talaat wished to return to Turkey as soon as possi-
ble. Because of young officers and students in contact with left- 
wing Germans during the first weeks after World War I, parts of 
the Turkish club in the German capital were highly critical of 
the collapsed CUP regime. They planned to publish an article 
in the name of the Turkish colony in Berlin describing “how 
800,000 Armenians had been murdered.” Talaat denigrated all 
those who put the facts this way as ignominious. He started to 
organize the forces that shared his interests and understanding, 
including Islamists and Germans from the right  wing.114

Even Hamdullah Suphi (Tanrıöver) made an impressive 
anti- CUP speech in the Turkish club on the crime against the 
Armenians. He was one of the most influential representatives 
of the Turkish Homeland (Türk Yurdu/Türk Ocağı) movement 
in Istanbul since 1912, and was sent to Berlin in autumn 1918 
to inspect the Turkish students. The suspicious youth judged 
him, however, an opportunist and obstructed his leadership in 
the club. In- line with left- wing leader Rosa Luxemburg, who 
had protested persecution of Armenians already as a student 
in the 1890s, they were committed to a truly socialist attitude, 
including human and minority rights. Once back in Turkey, 
as historian of the Turkish Left Mete Tunçay concludes, “they 
started the first serious left- wing movement” of Turks (i.e., not 
predominantly composed of Ottoman Christians, as in the 
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decades before). It was soon brutally suppressed by the Kemal-
ist regime.115

Since the former grand vizier and his friends enjoyed Ger-
man protection from the top, as well as support in conservative 
and nationalist papers, which rejected any notion of war crimes, 
Rifat Pasha’s efforts were frustrated, the self- critical momentum 
among Turks in Berlin was lost, and the opportunity for a com-
mon soul- searching of Turks and Germans was squandered. 
Next to his apartment, Talaat founded an “Oriental Club” (Şark 
Kulübesi) where anti- Entente Muslims and their European 
sympathizers met. They agitated and cultivated their ideas with-
out fear of any censure or sanction. Right from the beginning of 
his exile, Talaat was given the opportunity to agitate and even 
to influence the German press again. Thanks to his relations in 
Berlin, he was also able to organize a fake passport for Cavid.116

Talaat’s acquaintance with well- disposed politicians and 
diplomats, and a network of CUP sympathizers abroad, his 
disguise (European dress, loss of weight, no mustache), and 
a fake passport allowed him considerable mobility through-
out Germany and Europe, although Britain and the Istanbul 
government wanted him for trial. The courts- martial in Istan-
bul sentenced him in absentia to death on 5 July 1919, together 
with Enver, Cemal, and Nâzım. Talaat’s restless, subversive 
diplomacy in 1919– 20 included travels to meetings in Italy, 
Switzerland, Sweden, Holland, and Denmark. Seen as a rep-
resentative of a rapidly burgeoning Turkish resistance against 
Entente plans, he reacquired stature, not only among Germans 
and Bolsheviks but also for an Italy in quest of new influence in 
the Balkans and the Levant. Many expected him to help them 
financially.117

Agitation abroad, along with new dynamics in Anato-
lia itself, led within months to a broad Turkish nationalist 
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consensus in which the denial, trivialization, or relativization 
of major war crimes played a central role. Propaganda thus won 
momentum in nationalist circles in Turkey and its European 
diaspora, which presented Muslims, Turks, and Germans as 
the true and main victims of modern history and the world war. 
Many Germans shared this view. Yet in many ways, Germany 
remained deeply divided regarding its own war guilt and Tur-
key’s war crimes. In constrast to flimsy, politically guided dis-
courses of victimization, the first months after war saw, among 
many acts of soul- searching, a public memorial service in Ber-
lin’s big Hedwig Cathedral in May 1919 that paid tribute to the 
main victims of the Great War, referring to the massacre and 
starvation of “more than a million Armenians.” It insisted that 
“Germany must carry with the suffering Armenian nation more 
pain than any other nation.” Similarly, in 1919, Johannes Lepsius 
wrote in the preface of his reedited 1916 report The Road to Death 

of the Armenian People: “As bad as it looks in our own country, 
our misery cannot be compared to this genocide [“Völkermord” 
in the German original], which the Young Turks have on their 
conscience.” Challenging his compatriot Jäckh, an unrepen-
tant CUP enthusiast, the journalist Friedrich Schrader, a long-
time resident in Turkey, also asked for German soul- searching 
(though with culturalist connotation): “Abroad, too, we shall 
not, as we have done, always stick by the party that aims for the 
violation of important cultural groups in favor of its own national 
hegemony. This will always revenge itself, as it did in Turkey. We 
should not have been more Turkish than the Turks.”118

In mid- May 1919, once the Greek army occupied İzmir and 
its environments (where the CUP had organized the large- 
scale ethnic cleansing of Rûm in spring 1914), a self- righteous 
chorus based on Ottoman- Muslim resentment overpowered 
all self- critical voices. It literally perverted the vocabulary of 
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genocide (murder of a nation and Völkermord in contempo-
rary German diction) through a hyperbolic use of pamphletic 
notions, like “martyrdom of a nation” or “murder of a nation,” 
exclusively related to defeated Turkey as treated by the victors. 
Hence, sincere and courageous Turkish attempts at honest his-
tory failed in late 1918 and early 1919, and was soon to be buried 
altogether.119

Turks joined not only a transnational Muslim chorus claim-
ing that “final victory will be ours, because we are innocent 
victims,” as read a declaration of the Union of Revolutionary 
Islamic Committees, a kind of SO successor organized by CUP 
members in exile, but they were also joined by leading voices of 
the German Far Right, which deeply believed in a “community 
of destiny” of Turkey and Germany. They shared a congruent 
view on contemporary history, saying that German politics 
with Turkey could in no way be blamed for the outbreak of the 
world war. A long- standing acquaintance of Talaat’s, the sharp- 
minded, sharp- tongued Karl Helfferich in Berlin, considered it 
an “irrefutable historical truth” that Germany’s neighbors had 
had “wishes that could only be realized by war.” In this vein, 
both nations had, as loyal and committed allies, fought “a strug-
gle for survival to the bitter end. The imposed Peace of Sèvres 
is the side piece of the Peace of Versailles, forced upon us.”120

———

In seeking asylum, former grand vizier and party leader Talaat 
wanted not only to save himself and avoid humiliation but as a 
komiteci and signature political animal, he was soon busy orga-
nizing the European front of Turkey’s post– world war struggle, 
and he wrote influential letters to friends in Istanbul and else-
where. He encouraged them to resist and revolt in the name of 
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Turkish rule, pride, and national salvation.121 He also penned 
his memoirs and enjoyed a considerable audience in turbulent 
post– World War I Germany. Militant right- wing circles, who 
openly sympathized with the CUP fugitives, desired a putsch 
against the Weimar Republic, although this had suppressed 
left- wing revolutionists. In their eyes, the new republic was 
much too compliant with the demands of the victors in Paris- 
Versailles. When their Kapp putsch failed miserably in Berlin in 
March 1920, the “master of revolution” (as Talaat was acknowl-
edged) was seen and heard at the subsequent press conference. 
He explained that “a putsch without a cabinet ready at hand was 
just childish.”

This advice came late for Hans Humann, a participant of 
the Kapp putsch and long- standing acquaintance of Enver and 
Talaat (see chap. 1, sec. “Relying on Germany” and chap. 5, sec. 
“Victor, Noah, National Father”). This former attaché at the 
German Embassy in Istanbul must have been in frequent touch 
with Talaat. After the putsch, Humann began to publish the 
Deutsche Allgemeine Zeitung in Berlin, a paper that besides the 
Nazi papers focused mostly on Turkey, advocating “Turkish 
methods” for “Germany’s salvation.” The expectant attention of 
right- wing revolutionists began to turn to Asia Minor, where an 
encouraging anti- Entente movement under Kemal Pasha was 
rapidly emerging.122

Talaat had wanted to send the manuscript of his memoirs to 
Istanbul for publication in autumn 1919 but renounced the idea, 
perhaps because Cavid advised against it, seeing its assertions 
as unreliable and its impact as counterproductive. Finished dur-
ing his first year of exile, this text is a militant defense of his 
and the CUP’s position and policy. To Herbert he called it “a 
memorandum on the Armenian massacres,” thus once more 
confirming the centrality of the Armenians in his political life. 
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Seeking anew good relations with Britain, Talaat had sent Her-
bert a letter after the Armistice “in which he declared that he 
was not responsible for the Armenian massacres, that he could 
prove it, and that he was anxious to do so.” Talaat’s young col-
laborator Hüseyin Cahid (Yalçın) noted retrospectively that 
“the situation and conditions” of Talaat’s asylum in Germany 
“did not allow him to write true memoirs,” and that Cavid had 
asked him to write memoirs during war already, but he had 
not wanted to do so then.123 The young agitators in the dias-
pora loved the manuscript, but Talaat confessed in a letter to 
Cavid shortly before his death that, in the final analysis, he did 
not like it, and therefore he kept the manuscript under tight 
wraps.124 Talaat himself probably recognized that his defensive 
text lacked persuasion and vision.

As a matter of fact, the leader of Ottoman Turkey in the 1910s 
remained in his written legacy defined by former arguments, far 
from introspection and, despite debacle, from new horizons. It 
is true that weighty constraints, malleable, often opportunis-
tic behavior and possible multiple identities shape individuals. 
Talaat’s apogee in the cataclysmic 1910s coincided with the birth 
of surrealism, (pacifist!) Dadaism, and the total questioning, in 
literature and beyond, of any unity of the person. Yet, how to 
conceive the human being other than as a potentially respon-
sible individual, and thus take as fundamental Talaat’s gift to 
respond to the questions and challenges of where he was, what 
he did, and where he moved? In any case, his memoirs are a tell-
ing contemporary ego- document. Starting his text, the author 
grieves over Europe’s hollow talk about law, humanity, and its 
cruel international system, which had betrayed the Ottoman 
status quo, though the Berlin Treaty had warranted it. This 
served him by emphasizing Turkey’s victimhood and the righ-
teousness of CUP defiance.
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His apologia identified with an imperial Turkey that he saw 
at risk of annihilation. He left no doubt that he considered only 
Muslims as Turkey’s nationals and was at pains to prove himself 
a true Turk and Muslim (though on the same page he tried to 
reduce this identity matter— of critical importance for his pol-
itics— to an “issue of soul and feeling”). A war goal had been, 
he acknowledged, “creating a [Turkish Muslim] national senti-
ment, and rooting this sentiment in the spirit of the nation.” The 
war at Germany’s side had been popular, he asserted, because 
“the sultan, the crown prince, the senate and the parliament, 
the army officers, the population and the civil servants— all 
had come to believe that the country was now saved.”125 The 
author admitted some failures in politically sensitive matters— 
the treatment of the Armenians and wartime profiteering— yet 
he emphasized an honest, general patriotic commitment both 
domestically and at the fronts.

Barely disguised lies obliterate, however, true soul- searching 
in Talaat’s apologia. Though rightly pointing to German pres-
sure, Talaat described the situation of late October 1914 as if he 
and Enver had had no idea of Admiral Souchon’s aggression, 
which triggered official entrance into war. In the same vein, he 
downplayed his proactivity in preparing the German- Ottoman 
alliance, as if Ambassador Wangenheim had taken the initia-
tive. In the Armenian issue, he pretended having done all to 
slow down the application of deportation measures in the East, 
and then he asserted that a general uprising had demanded the 
actual removal from all of Asia Minor. The removal of the Arme-
nians had “taken a disastrous shape,” but Muslim civilians in the 
East suffered similarly. Evildoers had only been a few immoral 
individuals and savage Kurds. In matters of mismanagement 
and enrichment parallel to widespread domestic starvation, the 
former minister slandered Ali Mazhar, the righteous governor 
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of Ankara. In any case, if ever, Mazhar, who had lost his income, 
stood entirely at the margins of a corrupted national war econ-
omy that Talaat and his men had implemented.126

From Europe, the author of the apologia expected high stan-
dards of justice as far as he and his cause were concerned but 
dismissed these standards as soon as others claimed them. In 
this logic, demanding justice for CUP war crimes with foreign 
help was “an assassination” of Turkish patriots that, he threat-
ened, would be punished.127 Talaat, in fact, literally called on 
the ghost of vengeful prosecution of all those who spoke truth 
on the mass crimes of World War I in Turkey after him.

———

In late 1918, Talaat was depressed by dizzy disillusionment after 
the high spirits that had reigned in spring. World war defeat and 
the imprint of an internationally and, in the first months after 
the end of the war, also nationally condemned CUP regime 
afflicted him. Yet in Berlin, he soon understood that European 
turmoil would protect him and allow for efficient agitation in- 
line with his former ideological choices. Familiar with defiant 
subversion, clandestine activities, conspiratorial networking, 
and allusive communication, he quickly found room to maneu-
ver. By May 1920 he had established a propaganda office in Ber-
lin with Arif Cemil (Denker) as his collaborator; had built up 
contacts with Turkish nationalist agitators in Lausanne, The 
Hague (La Haye), and Rome; and was the most authoritative 
figure of Turkey’s militant networks abroad.128

Though in exile, Talaat maintained the militant “national 
spirit of war” that had inspired him since autumn 1912. He him-
self had been the main instigator and representative of an Otto-
man “war ummah” that had been operating then. In contrast 
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to Abdulhamid’s state- centered Islamism, with which it had 
nevertheless joined, Gökalp’s ideology galvanized Talaat and 
culturally Turkish elites from the early 1910s until far beyond 
World War I. “Turan” had been an expansive ideal, the Mus-
lim Türk Yurdu in Asia Minor a minimal goal since the Balkan 
Wars, and the focus of Talaat’s politics in 1913– 18. It became 
the supreme goal of the post- 1918 struggle led by Mustafa 
Kemal. Although Talaat set much hope on Muslim militancy 
in the Caucasus and Turkestan, he subordinated this hoped- for 
dynamic to his paramount goal, the emergence of “an entirely 
sovereign Turkey” in Anatolia, possibly confederated at last 
with the Arabs.129

The contemporary victors named the Muslim struggle for 
Anatolia in 1919– 22 the War of Independence (İstiklâl Harbi). 
For contemporary CUP adherents, from which the Kemalists 
arose, it stood in agreement with a fight for sovereignty and 
independence, starting definitively in 1913 and incarnated by 
Talaat. Mustafa Kemal Pasha, a guerilla leader at Enver’s side in 
Tripoli against the Italians in 1911, and a general of fame since 
the defense of Gallipoli in 1915, headed the Turkish War of 
Independence in Anatolia from May 1919, and the subsequent 
Ankara government. Politically ambitious, Kemal Atatürk had 
been dissatisfied with the CUP leaders during the world war 
but did not find, after the end of CUP rule in autumn 1918, the 
leading place in a cabinet that he had sought— or been associ-
ated with— even before the end of the war.130

Instead of inspecting the army forces in Asia Minor to sub-
due them all to the Istanbul government in late spring 1919, 
Kemal disobeyed and turned his mission into an organization 
of revolt and war. Like the CUP luminaries before him, he pur-
sued the goal of a sovereign and national Turkish- Muslim rule, 
but now stripped from the overstretched attempt at territorial 
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restoration and expansion of the empire. Mustafa Kemal pre-
pared the countergovernment in Ankara, where a parliament 
was inaugurated in April 1920. It was composed of delegates 
mostly elected by nationalist organizations, whose members 
had largely identified with the previous “war ummah,” although 
they may have voiced occasional criticism of the CUP.

Significantly, Talaat’s friend Ziya Gökalp also became a lead-
ing ideologist for post- 1918 nationalism and Mustafa Kemal. 
Even more than the CUP luminaries, he now effusively extolled 
the leader and “great genius” Mustafa Kemal (Atatürk), who 
finally welcomed the former committee member in Ankara in 
1922. “The whole world respects the name of the Gazi Mustafa 
Kemal Pasha,” Gökalp wrote in 1921. “Beforehand, the Turkish 
nation had no right in Turkey. Today, all rights are theirs. The 
sovereignty of this country is the sovereignty of the Turk; in 
politics, culture, and economy the Turkish people reign.”131

Which role did Talaat play in the post- 1918 struggle for Turk-
ish rule in Asia Minor? He understood rapidly the necessity to 
respect the new central position of Mustafa Kemal, as it crys-
tallized in 1919. He had known better than most others the dif-
ficult relationship of this former subordinate of Enver’s with 
his superior during war. Almost everything was in flux in 1919, 
but Talaat was alert enough to purpose in late 1919 full collabo-
ration with Mustafa Kemal in an assisting role. He described 
himself as the head of underground diplomacy and network-
ing abroad, eager to help Kemal’s reorganization of power on 
Anatolian ground.132 Logically, Kemal sought every reasonable 
support inside and outside the country in the fragile context of 
his beginning struggle in 1919. Lacking means, he even asked 
Talaat for an important sum of money. Lobbying was urgently 
needed in Europe, where the victors of war stood in conflict 
over how to deal with the defeated Ottoman Empire, and thus 
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sympathy and support could be won by propaganda and agita-
tion, playing off one country against the other.

Mustafa Kemal had to conceal that his movement was mostly 
a continuation of the ill- reputed CUP and its circles across the 
country. Caution was therefore imperative in all contacts with 
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former top leaders. Still, even if not on the luminaries, Kemal 
depended almost entirely on the former CUP networks, cadres, 
and know- how in Asia Minor. Moreover, the same war ummah 
and the same enemy images that had operated before autumn 
1918— including the specter of returning Armenians demand-
ing restoration of land and goods, and asking for justice— 
served as Kemal’s popular, emotional, and ideological base for 
reorganizing an Anatolia- centered, post- CUP national gover-
nance (millî teşkilat). Significantly, in June 1920 Kemal’s forces 
started an early military campaign against Armenian positions 
in the Southwestern Caucasus, forcibly preventing an Arme-
nian home that would include former Ottoman territory, as 
the Treaty of Sèvres on 10 August 1920 stipulated. Kemal had 
already entirely identified with Talaat during war in refusing any 
return of Armenian survivors. In their eyes, these people had 
no right to come back to “Turkey’s soil.”133

Antiliberal International of Revolutionists

Reduced to life in exile, Mehmed Talaat bet again on the power 
of transnational revolutionary Islam, as he had done in August 
1914, although he again proved that he had more sense for com-
plex constellations and critical strategic developments than did 
his more passionate and illusionist fellow revolutionists. Still, 
he set considerable hope on Islamism and pan- Turkism, fore-
most on pro- Turkish dynamics among Muslims in the Cau-
casus. Most CUP luminaries not only fell back into their 1914 
chimeras, which had revived after Russian revolutionary col-
lapse in the Caucasus, but also their pre- 1908 myths, when they 
had agitated underground. “Ongoing confusion and disaster in 
the Orient is a fatality, as long as there is no trust in the Turks.” 
All would be better for everybody, if “as before, the Turks acted 
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as guardians against trouble in the whole Orient,” Talaat wrote 
to Cavid.134

From Berlin in late 1918, Talaat pursued hopes and efforts 
toward organizing militant Islamism in Egypt, India, Iraq, 
Afghanistan, and Turkestan, in cooperation with Enver, Cemal, 
Halil, and other CUP intimates. Communist fever after the 
Russian Revolution had reinspired revolutionary Islam. Anti- 
imperialism and the claim of victimhood united, and a hetero-
geneous, antiliberal international, composed by Bolsheviks, 
Islamists, the German right  wing, CUP members, and Turk-
ish nationalists, became partly operational. In the immediate 
aftermath of World War I, the Bolsheviks backed anti- Western 
Islamic and Turkish nationalist upheaval.

Transnational revolutionism did not impede Talaat’s main 
focus on Asia Minor, in keeping with his long- lasting Ministry 
of the Interior and with Mustafa Kemal’s struggle in Anatolia. 
Both considered Islam and Bolshevism, above all, as means to 
establish a politically and economically sovereign Turkey, and 
believed that the Western powers would give in, if the Turk-
ish demonstration of power in Asia Minor was sufficiently sus-
tained. Thus, both relied on support from Bolshevik Russia to 
counter British influence in view of the fight for the Türk Yurdu. 
“An alliance with the Bolshevists was purely a matter of expe-
diency,” Talaat told Aubrey Herbert. Full Turkish sovereignty 
in all of Asia Minor plus Eastern Thrace, Aleppo, and Mosul 
thus became the main principle of the National Pact (Misak- ı 
Millî),135 agreed on by the parliament in Istanbul in early 1920. 
This National Pact also formed the basic agreement for the new 
parliament in Ankara, where several deputies fled after Britain 
had occupied the Ottoman capital in March 1920.

In autumn 1919, Talaat traveled to Holland, where he met 
Camille Huysmans, the secretary of the Second Socialist 
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International, whom he tried to influence on the Armenian 
issue; Switzerland, where he met Cavid and where an important 
Turkish- nationalist diaspora had already begun to agitate; and 
Italy, where Mustafa Kemal’s anti- British movement enjoyed 
support in the highest quarters. Around mid- December 1919, 
Talaat organized a “congress” (or rather, meeting) of CUP 
sympathizers in Berlin. This event showed, as a contempo-
rary observed, “cordial relations existing between the Turkish 
Nationalist organizations, the Bolshevik- Mussulman groups, 
and the Pan- German Nationalists!”136 Talaat had in fact visited 
the communist leader Karl Radek several times in the Moabit 
prison, situated not far from the Zoologischer Garten railway 
station where Talaat lived. In his letter to Mustafa Kemal on 
22 December 1919, he claimed that Radek, whom he knew from 
the Brest- Litovsk negotiations, was released from prison thanks 
to his efforts. Thus, Radek could also travel to Lenin in Moscow 
to work for good Turkish- Bolshevik relations in the interest of 
Germany.

Successful organization of power in the East against the 
victors of World War I required a collusion, or open coopera-
tion, of Islamism, Turkish nationalism, and Bolshevism. This 
resulted in a collaboration of radical (Bolshevik) left- wing and 
markedly right- wing (ex- CUP and German nationalist) forces 
for which Germany served as a place of subversion. The Bolshe-
vik flirtation with anti- Western Islamism revealed itself most 
during the Baku Congress of the Peoples of the East in Sep-
tember 1920, which was also attended by Enver. Six years after 
the German promotion of jihad (and sixty years before the CIA 
began to play the Islamist card and arm jihadists for good), the 
Comintern chief Grigory Zinoviev called upon Baku to wage a 
holy war against Western imperialism and was enthusiastically 
applauded by sword- raising listeners.
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By 1920, centers of Islamic revolutionary committees were 
established in many places and led by former CUP leaders, 
including Berlin (Talaat), Baku (Bahaeddin Şakir), Afghani-
stan (Cemal), Anatolia (Küçük Talaat [Muşkara] and Nail), and 
the Central Committee in Moscow (Enver and Nâzım). Enver 
assured the Berlin center that, although working in good rela-
tion with the Bolsheviks in Russia, “we are not communists, 
but pursue, within the limits defined by caliphate and sultan-
ate, a policy that accepts the sovereignty of the people accord-
ing to socialist principles.”137 Upon arrival in Kabul in fall 1920, 
Cemal promised Talaat that he would organize huge Muslim 
raids against British India.138

The saying “Les extrêmes se touchent” (extremisms join) 
became true regarding revolutionism in postwar Turkey and 
Russia, although not immediately. In the early working rela-
tionship of Bolsheviks with CUP leaders in exile and Kemal’s 
organization of nationalist power in Asia Minor, the Armenian 
issue still played a critical role. Radek, back in Moscow, and 
Georgy Chicherin, the Soviet responsible for foreign affairs, 
still suggested in May 1920 that Turkey cede parts of the Otto-
man eastern provinces to the Armenians, whereas, contrarily, 
the Kemalists, foremost Kâzım Karabekir, their commander 
at the eastern front, were at pains to content themselves with 
the retention of the provinces of Kars, Batumi, and Ardahan, 
acquired as a result of the Brest- Litovsk Treaty. Radek empha-
sized that Turkish responsiveness in this sensitive issue would 
greatly improve Turkey’s moral stand. Yet already in April 
1920, Mustafa Kemal (Atatürk) had, in a letter to Lenin, dis-
played intransigence, stigmatizing the Armenian leadership as 
an “imperialist government” to be attacked, because it sought 
support from and shared values with the West.139

The Armenians, their fate, and their cause were well and 
long known among Russian revolutionaries and in the Socialist 
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International, to which both the ARF and the Social Democrat 
Hunchakian Party belonged. Yet in favor of a common Turkish- 
Bolshevik move against designs of the “imperialist” Paris Peace 
Conference, by mid- 1920 the Soviet rulers sacrificed an Arme-
nian future in the former Ottoman homeland, after having first 
taken a different position loyal to common socialist bonds, 
the human solidarity with Armenian victims, and the Russian- 
backed reform plan of 1914. Gotthard Jäschke, a contemporary 
German area specialist, rightly emphasized the “total change of 
direction” by the Bolsheviks in 1920, induced by geostrategy.140 
Revolutionaries from the Left and the Right arrived then to 
join forces at the expense of the weakest and most victimized 
group of World War I, united in fundamental opposition to the 
peace treaties of Paris. The Europe- related Treaty of Versailles 
of 12 August 1919 was followed by the Levant- related Treaty 
of Sèvres on 10 August 1920. It was not a very long road from 
Armenia’s denigration to the common revilement of Poland as 
“bastard of the Versailles Treaty” by both National Socialists and 
Soviets on the eve of common invasion in September 1939.141

———

Talaat had sent a long letter to Mustafa Kemal shortly after the 
Berlin meeting of mid- December 1919. This letter can be read 
as a full acknowledgment of Mustafa Kemal, the new hopeful 
leader of a Turkish power organization on Anatolian ground, 
and thus successor in a war of independence that had started 
in 1913.

Kemal’s answer to Talaat on 20 February 1920 is a self- 
confident, though still tentative, acknowledgment of Talaat’s 
principles, even if neither Kemal himself nor Kemalist histo-
riography after him would ever have agreed with this read-
ing. In his 22 December 1919 letter, Talaat had explained with 
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great seriousness, and in most parts unpretentiously, his view 
of current affairs. He presented what he considered necessary 
for the reorganization of a sovereign “national governance” 
(or “national organization”; the term millî teşkilat appears fre-
quently in both letters). Kemal and Talaat agreed on the essen-
tial points. Both believed in the operative power of Turkish and 
Muslim solidarity in and beyond Asia Minor, the propaganda 
force of the caliphate, and the need for Bolshevik support. 
Both proposed a “national” Muslim power reorganization in 
Asia Minor by a clandestine network of selected men under 
a supreme leader, that is, Mustafa Kemal, who was capable of 
waging war against the British- supported Greek forces that had 
landed in Izmir in May 1919. The leader had to exercise authori-
tative power behind a public facade, made up by a parliament, 
a cabinet, and a dominant party.

Both thus envisioned a fundamentally undemocratic gov-
ernance in the post- 1913 tradition of party leader and minister 
Talaat. Both shared the same animosity toward liberal citizens, 
whom they called “vile,” “foolish,” and traitors, because they 
put into question, in consensus with Entente voices, the recent 
past, including the nationalism promoted by the CUP since fall 
1912. Liberals and others dared (most unpatriotically, as both 
agreed) to ask for justice for the recent crimes against non- 
Muslim compatriots. Mentioned in Mustafa Kemal’s letter, and 
particularly targeted in this context, was, among many others, 
Ali Kemal, a mercurial journalist and minister of the Istanbul 
government in 1919. Nureddin Pasha, a CUP general who had 
been passed down to the Ankara government, let a mob kidnap 
and lynch Ali Kemal in 1922. A “severe fanatic and demagogue,” 
in Falih Rıfkı (Atay)’s words, Nureddin was an expert in stir-
ring up mob violence, thus personifying the continuity of 
extremist leadership on the ground. He brutally repressed the 
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Koçgiri rebellion of Alevi Kurds against the Ankara govern-
ment and ordered the deathly removal of Pontus Rûm in 1921. 
Leading the army that retook Izmir in September 1922 from the 
Greeks, he was largely responsible for murdering civilians and 
destroying the town by fire.142

Although he had, like so many others, uttered public criti-
cism against the CUP regime right after the end of the war, 
Mustafa Kemal identified himself in his very long letter on 20 
February 1920 as largely in consensus with the former grand 
vizier. He recycled patterns of Talaat’s war discourse, foremost 
the hyperbolic argument that the Entente had wanted to can-
cel “our right to exist.” He assured Talaat that he, too, agreed 
that the Ottoman Empire’s participation in the world war on 
Germany’s side had been unavoidable and concluded that it 
was absurd to persecute a few politicians for war guilt. He also 
made clear that he was on Talaat’s side regarding the Armenian 
issue. He stressed again and again the “we” of an elite under his 
crystallizing leadership, heading an Ottoman- Muslim nation in 
Anatolia, and included, unmistakably, Talaat in this “we.” In his 
postwar letters, Talaat likewise repeatedly used this same “we.”

In contrast to Kemal, Talaat stressed the makeup of a basic 
power organization (teşkilat- ı esasiyye) abroad in a “wide Turk-
ish world” and in a “Muslim world.” He postulated “the unity 
of the Turks” and the possible unity of Turks and Arabs. In 
Turkestan and Afghanistan, Cemal and Enver had begun to 
agitate. Talaat still counted on them, whereas Mustafa Kemal 
was more reluctant. Yet Kemal built the main justification and a 
compelling emotional rhetoric on the assertion that the sultan- 
caliph was in the hands of the enemies, and that thus his fight 
was in the name of a sovereign sultanate- caliphate.143 He, too, 
emphasized Islamic unity, working relations with anti- French 
and anti- British forces in the Levant and the Caucasus, and, 
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in one of his friendly letters to Cemal, the utility of “striking 
Britain in India.”144 Kemal, too, addressed the possibility of a 
Turkish- Arab confederation that might even also include the 
Muslims of the Caucasus. The National Pact did not exclude 
confederative perspectives, although they remained secondary 
in the primary struggle for the Anatolian Türk Yurdu.

In his long letter to Talaat, the rising star of Turkish politics 
largely identified with the former grand vizier and CUP head. 
Thus, after Talaat had quasi- endorsed him in his letter as the 
incontestable leader on the ground, Mustafa Kemal approved 
in turn not only Talaat’s current, “very satisfying efforts in 
Europe,” but de facto also Talaat himself as Kemal’s predecessor 
for a patriotic cause that, in spite of the mentioned differences, 
they both understood, essentially, in the same terms. Neither 
Enver and Cemal nor any other CUP leader played a compa-
rable role. Eager to ensure Talaat’s ongoing, supportive subordi-
nation to the Ankara government, Kemal continued to address 
him as a cooperative “brother,” and Talaat apparently under-
stood himself until his death as entrusted by Mustafa Kemal 
for diplomatic and propaganda duty in Europe. The very low 
profile of Kemal and Kemalism in acknowledging this coopera-
tion does not abrogate the facts.145

After world war and defeat, Talaat had assessed, more realis-
tically than most other CUP luminaries, Turkey’s situation and 
its possibilities of reconcentrating post- CUP power. He thus 
became the first CUP top leader devoted to Mustafa Kemal, 
and ready to realize that, from 1920, the new national assembly 
and government in Ankara meant a new, post- CUP era in Tur-
key’s political history. Enver never did so. He escaped to mania-
cal jihad in Turkestan and an anti- imperialist global struggle for 
Islam. For this purpose, he pinned his hopes on a new revolu-
tionist committee grafted onto the SO, to be led by Turks and 
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temporarily based on Soviet territory, which would allow him 
at the end to return victoriously to Anatolia. Talaat focused on 
power building in Anatolia, in concordance with his seasoned 
goal of a Türk Yurdu. He was therefore ready to compromise 
with Britain and to cooperate with Mustafa Kemal, although 
he knew that he would, perhaps, not be welcome in Ankara. In 
fact, an outspoken letter by Bekir Sami (Kunduh), the foreign 
minister of the Ankara government, had shown him his limits, 
but simultaneously emphasized that Ankara considered Talaat 
its representative for all of Europe (as opposed to the official 
legates of the Istanbul government).146

“The little educated telegraphist had . . . a holistic vision,” 
Emil Ludwig had commented on Talaat’s resignation in late 
October 1918, “yet overestimated the great energy he possessed. 
Nevertheless, this man is too strong, on the whole, to simply 
disappear. . . . Knowledge of human nature has a lot to com-
mend that Enver will disappear, but Talaat will reemerge.”147 
Biographer Ludwig, who combined historical with psycho-
logical analysis, proved right. This is true not only because of 
Talaat’s agitation in exile or his possible reemergence in politics 
back home but because his overall legacy exerted posthumous 
influence in interwar Germany and, until today, in Turkey.

Death— and Afterlife— in Germany and Turkey

On the morning of Tuesday, 15 March 1921, at 10:45 a.m., Talaat 
left his home at Hardenbergstrasse 4 to buy gloves. Soghomon 
Tehlirian, a young Armenian, faced and recognized him, then 
advanced and turned, shooting the exile close from behind, in 
front of Hardenbergstrasse 27. Talaat died instantly, at the age 
of forty- seven. His companion Nâzım, who lived at Uhland-
strasse 194, a few minutes from where the assassination took 
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place, arrived there shortly afterward, then went to Talaat’s 
wife, Hayriye, at her home. At around 11:35 a.m., Ernst Jäckh, 
cofounder of the Turkish- German Society and propagandist of 
Turko- German world war, also arrived at Hardenbergstrasse 4. 
(Still a collaborator of the Foreign Office after the war, he con-
tinued to consider himself a “freelance ambassador” for friend-
ship with a strong and independent Turkey.) Jäckh normally 
had an appointment with Talaat at 11:30. He and Nâzım went 
back to the scene of the murder.

For investigation by the murder commission of the police, 
the corpse was covered and left on the sidewalk until 1:00 p.m. 
Jäckh was agitated and argued with the patrolman that “the 
highest former official in allied Turkey . . . our loyal ally in the 
war,” a “Turkish Bismarck,” should not be left in a state of dis-
respect. At last, Jäckh and Nâzım got permission to transport 
the body to the nearby Charlottenburg mortuary. Jäckh told 
General Zeki Pasha and Nâzım wrote Cavid, relating what they 
knew about the event and what followed. Nobody could under-
stand in Berlin at that time that Tehlirian had been assigned 
to his task by the ARF’s secret operation “Nemesis,” and that 
he had closely surveilled, since December 1920, the former 
Ottoman minister who was mainly responsible for the Arme-
nians’ agony. Talaat was number one on Nemesis’s “list.” Tehlir-
ian enjoyed support by ARF members in Berlin, but his main 
handlers were stationed in Boston, among them Armen Garo, 
Talaat’s former colleague in the Ottoman Parliament. (Garo 
had met Talaat a last time on 30 June 1914, when hate began to 
rule their relationship.) In early August 1914, Garo had escaped 
from Erzurum, where cross- frontier raids by the SO made up 
a matrix for genocide, before official war started (see chap. 5, 
secs. “For Turan’s Sake,” “Polarizing and Reframing the East,” 
and “Embracing War”).148
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On Saturday, 19 March 1921, after a prayer in the home of 
the deceased, an impressive procession brought the corpse to 
the funeral at the comparatively nearby cemetery of Matthäi. 
Although invitations in the name of the Oriental Club and Hay-
riye had been sent to Talaat’s broad circle, many more people 
than expected attended the funeral. Nâzım most appreciated the 
presence of High German officials who had stayed in contact 
with the assassinated former minister and grand vizier. During 
two hours, speeches in honor of the deceased were given by 
Bahaeddin Şakir in the name of the Turks, by Shekib Arslan and 
Sheik Abdülkadir for the Arabs, and by  others for the Persians, 
the Azeris, and the Egyptians. In the name of the Germans, 
journalist Ernst Jäckh and the director of the Anatolian Rail-
way, Franz Günther, exalted in their funeral orations the “great 
statesman and loyal friend” (as was also written on the wreath 
offered by the German Foreign Office). Şakir declared patheti-
cally “in the name of the peoples of the Orient” that “the mur-
der was not the product of personal or national revenge, but the 
consequence of imperialist politics against the Islamic nations. 
We will take revenge by breaking our chains and acquiring our 
independence.”

Şakir thus deflected any concrete cause of the murder. Cavid 
dryly noted in his diary that they were wrong to believe that 
Britain or Greece had anything to do with the assassination. 
In his immediate reaction to Talaat’s assassination, in the entry 
on 16 March 1921, he lamented that only Talaat’s “iron hand 
had been capable of facing this [Turkey’s] chaos that goes on 
for years.” He revealed that “the only salvation for patriots lov-
ing their country, in order not to fall into despair because of all 
the corruption around them, had been to bring Talaat’s ghost 
before their [spiritual] eyes.” Talaat had, in fact, been Cavid’s 
“attachment figure,” although he had clearly suffered, not only 
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under Talaat’s disorganized and corrupt style but also, accord-
ing to himself, under the undeniably evil aspects of Talaat’s 
character.149

CUP friends intended to bring Talaat’s remains back to 
Turkey, but for obvious political reasons, neither Istanbul nor 
Ankara wanted the body. It is remarkable that the newspapers 
in Ankara nevertheless eulogized the deceased grand vizier, 
lamented his death, and sharply condemned “the baseness of 
murdering a Turkish dignitary from behind.” Like Şakir in Ber-
lin, they pointed toward a British, not Armenian, conspiracy, 
because otherwise they would have drawn attention to a great 
open wound and Talaat’s guilt regarding the Armenians. Papers 
in Entente- occupied Istanbul varied from harsh criticism of 
Talaat, notably by Ali Kemal, to paying homage to “the person-
ality who [from 1908 to 1918] played the most important role 
in Turkey.”150 Most emphasized his extraordinary career from 
a mailman to a grand vizier. In contrast to those who exposed 
enrichment among CUP members, including Talaat, many arti-
cles provoked pity by writing that the pasha had been struck by 
poverty in exile. They also defended his anti- Armenian policy. A 
Vakit journalist stated rather critically that Talaat could now not 
render an account before the people, as he should have done, 
“being himself the key of the [Armenian- related] events.”151

Journalist and deputy Celal Nuri (İleri) wrote right after 
Talaat’s killing that “the era starting with the general war has 
not yet ended. Hence, we need to be cautious before giving a 
final judgment concerning this era. Even if Talaat Pasha had not 
become a grand vizier, history would have much to tell about 
him. More than a statesman, he was to be recognized as a revo-
lutionary.” He made a point by saying that “once the history of 
Talaat Pasha is written, the files of the Central Committee will 
have to say more than those of the Sublime Porte.”152 The daily 
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Joghovourti Tsayn of the independent Armenian socialist Dikran 
Zaven (who in the late 1890s had helped the CUP founders 
Cevdet and Sükûti publish Osmanlı in Geneva) struggled to 
come to terms with the enigmatic, all- too- ambivalent deceased. 
Now cursed by millions of victims, he had once “won even the 
trust of Rûm and Armenians through his democratic appear-
ance.” After getting power, Talaat and his circle “had wrongly 
believed that the history of Turkey, if not of the whole Middle 
East, restarted with them anew.” Zaven hoped cautiously that 
“Turks aware of the true interests of their country will not count 
this former minister among their good statesmen.”153

The German press, right- wing figures and officers, but also 
representatives of the Weimar Republic, paid respect to or 
openly identified with Talaat after his assassination. At the same 
time, they sympathized with Ankara’s national countergovern-
ment, which appeared enviable to them all, because it fought 
with growing success against accusations of war guilt and war 
crimes as determined by the Paris postwar treaties. Gustav Stre-
semann, leader of the national liberal German People’s Party 
and later an internationally respected foreign minister, pro-
posed to the Turkish- German Society in April 1921 that a pub-
lic commemoration be held to honor the former grand vizier; 
he must have believed that this would gain merit in terms of 
popular sympathy.154

Yet despite broad German sympathies for him, Talaat proved 
divisive for the Weimar Republic when the trial against Tehle-
rian took place in June 1921. It clarified to a larger public that 
along with the assassination of a former high politician, crimes 
against humanity were at stake. Many journalists and doyens 
of public life underlined this relevance and took positions, and 
the tribunal itself pushed its scope of interpretation to the limit, 
to vindicate the killer, thus clearly condemning the former 
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minister’s great crime, which Germany had failed to stop during 
war or even connived in. People believing in universal values 
and circles close to the Armenians rejoiced at the manifesta-
tion of “another Germany than that of random and ruthless 
Turkophilia” (Ewald Stier). Others, like Heinrich Vierbücher 
or the leftist newspaper Vorwärts, welcomed Tehlirian as an 
“Armenian [William] Tell.” More thoughtfully, Emil Ludwig 
concluded: “Only when a society of nations has organized itself 
as the protector of international order will no Armenian killer 
remain unpunished, because no Turkish Pasha has the right to 
send a nation into the desert.”155

Satisfaction over Talaat’s assassination was a bad substitute 
for real justice. Talaat and his close collaborators had been 
condemned to death in absentia by the judges in Istanbul.156 
Assassination perpetuated the sick relationship of a victim 
in quest of revenge with a perpetrator entrenched in defiant 
denial, instead of humble courage for the truth and redress. 
Repairing the relationship was impossible for many decades. 
The action of the Berlin court in 1921 was ambivalent, since it 
resorted to psychiatry to achieve the acquittal of Talaat’s killer. 
It did not and could not discover the organization behind his 
act or refer to any established international norm for crimes 
against humanity to exculpate Tehlirian or, at least, put his deed 
into a wider legal context. There was an obvious lack of institu-
tional justice appropriate to this grave and sensational case that 
attracted global media attention. The gap in institutional jus-
tice measures became particularly clear to two young students 
of law following the trial: Raphael Lemkin, the later pioneer 
of the UN Genocide Convention, and Robert M. Kempner, 
the later attorney at the Nuremberg trials.157 Mustafa Kemal’s 
movement had obstructed the prosecution of war criminals by 
the Istanbul tribunals, made British hostages, and in spring 1921, 
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extorted the release of imprisoned suspects who had not fled 
in time, as had the main culprits. Lemkin was shocked by this 
failure of justice.

When other Nemesis operatives killed Bahaeddin Şakir 
and Cemal Azmi in Berlin on 17 April 1922, Ewald Stier saw 
less anti- Armenian reaction in the German press than the year 
before. Hence, he believed that “La vérité est en marche” (truth 
is on the move) and that, at long last, the pernicious “dream 
[of] Berlin- Baghdad is over.”158 This assessment was presump-
tuous. Not only did dreams of might keep their hold in Berlin 
minds, but because of Ankara’s successes, Turkey, from Talaat 
to Kemal, became a major political role model for many Ger-
mans. “New Turkey” served as a paradigm for the radically 
nationalist “New Germany” that a large minority was calling 
for, taking power in 1933.

Hence, public condemnation of Talaat’s, Şakir’s, and Azmi’s 
deeds remained weak and hesitant in interwar Germany, indi-
cating a political culture that could become easy prey for com-
parable political thinking. Conservative and antidemocratic 
papers like the Kreuzzeitung mixed stereotypes, purportedly 
putting “adverse” characteristics of Jews on a level with those 
of Armenians. Sharply right- wing newspapers like the Deutsche 

Allgemeine Zeitung drummed into their readers the stab- in- 
the- back myth of provocative Armenian traitors against allies 
during war, whereas members of post- CUP exile organiza-
tions in Berlin reedited slightly updated anti- British and anti- 
Armenian propaganda material. Among these organizations 
was the Egyptian medical doctor Mansur Rifat, like Shekib 
Arslan, a collaborator of German intelligence during the war; 
both were active in early interwar Berlin. Rifat combined anti- 
British Egyptian nationalism with an intolerant pan- Islamist 
discourse.159
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Not only contemporary German political thought in general, 
but even, concretely, the Hitler putsch of 1923, must be under-
stood against this background, that is, beyond exclusive Euro-
centric patterns of explanation of Europe’s descent into fascism. 
Stefan Ihrig has shown in his recent studies that based on analy-
sis of the contemporary German press, this “attempted seizure 
of power, contrary to current wisdom in historiography, was 
inspired much more by Mustafa Kemal and the events in Ana-
tolia than by the example of Mussolini’s ‘March on Rome.’ ”160 
Alfred Rosenberg was a main ideologist of National Socialism 
and served as Hitler’s deputy and leader of the National Social-
ist German Workers’ Party when Hitler was imprisoned after 
the failed putsch of 1923. In Rosenberg’s 1926 retrospect, the 
“Judenpresse” ( Jewish press) alone had welcomed Tehlirian’s 
acquittal. The argumentation is historically outlandish and 
lumpen intellectual, but it reveals Rosenberg’s identification 
with Talaat and CUP discourse, including a reference to Man-
sur Rifat, a member of Talaat’s circle in Berlin:

In 1921, the former Turkish minister Talaat Pasha was mur-
dered in Berlin. . . . Talaat Pasha was depicted as a blood-
thirsty animal. . . . Anyone informed about the history of 
struggle between Turks and Armenians could easily ascer-
tain that this was also a deliberately Jewish policy which 
had always protected the Armenians. Interests converged as 
England also used the Armenians to destroy the Ottoman 
Empire. At first came missionaries who baptized the Arme-
nians, to separate them mentally more and more from the 
Turks. Then came bombs. Thus the almost successful [Otto-
man] attempt of a peaceful coexistence was annulled. . . . Also 
during the world war, the Armenians have led the espionage 
against the Turks, similar to the Jews against Germany. This 
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forced the loyal ally of the German Reich, Talaat Pasha, to 
sharp interventions, whereby some hardships were not to 
be circumvented. (Read more in Dr. Mansur Rifat: “Das 
Geheimnis der Ermordung Talaat Paschas.”) After the col-
lapse of 1918, Talaat Pasha lived in the capital of the coun-
try to which he had been faithful, and was murdered here. 
The all- too- powerful press [Gross- Presse] of this country, 
however, cursed him even after his death, protected his mur-
derers, and demanded his acquittal. And indeed, the Berlin 
court discharged the Armenian Tehlirian. The Jew[ish] press 
of all colors rejoiced and described the acquittal as the “only 
possible” judgment.161

In Germany, identification with Mehmed Talaat and the 
CUP version of World War I concurred with anti- Jewish and 
anti- Armenian attitudes, and denoted German National Social-
ism right from its start.

Talaat’s Long, Strong Shadow

In spite of dramatic turbulence after Talaat’s flight from Istan-
bul and during the war for Asia Minor in 1919– 22, CUP power 
passed, all in all, rather seamlessly to the new capital Ankara and 
the new strongman, Atatürk. Although a high military official 
by profession, Kemal Pasha (Atatürk) was not Enver Pasha’s 
nor Cemal Pasha’s heir but foremost that of Talaat Pasha, the 
civilian at the top of CUP rule since 1913 who, since the pre- 
1908 period, had also managed successful relations with mili-
tary officers.

In contrast to his committee friends, Talaat had rapidly 
grasped the fundamental changes in the climate and was 
ready to contribute to a new organization of Turkish power 
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and polity, now under not his own but another’s primacy. He 
may have been confident that his political legacy would semi-
nally determine post- Ottoman Turkey, not least thanks to 
high offices offered to loyal young governors and employees 
in Ankara. Talaat’s bloodstained young cadre— men like Tah-
sin Uzer, Şükrü Kaya, Abdülhalik Renda, Atıf Kamçıl, Celâl 
Bayar— soon  occupied the highest positions again. Devoted 
aides, journalists, or students like Muhittin (Birgen), Falih Rıfkı 
(Atay),  Necmettin Sadık (Sadak), Yunus Nadi (Abalıoğlu), and 
Reşit Saffet (Atabinen) built or rebuilt their careers in Ankara. 
(Talaat’s committee brother Hüseyin Cahid [Yalçın] did this 
too, but less easily than others.)

To these immediate collaborators of Talaat must be added 
a whole circle of very young CUP and Turkish Home Society 
(Türk Yurdu/Türk Ocağı) members who were entirely loyal 
to CUP rule in the 1910s and who became Kemalist minis-
ters, like Şükrü Saraçoğlu, Mahmut Esat Bozkurt, and Cemal 
Hüsnü Taray. Another case in point is Gökalp’s cousin and 
CUP deputy for Diyarbekir Feyzi Pirinççizâde, twice a min-
ister in the 1920s and the example for a personal and whole 
regional Pirinççizâde dynasty that had thrown in their lot with 
the CUP and Talaat’s anti- Armenian policy; they were able 
to preserve their position and have influence even beyond 
the Kemalist single- party rule. Very similar to this is the case 
of CUP deputy for Anteb Ali Cenani, a leader of local anti- 
Armenian policy in 1915 and a deputy and minister in the 
1920s.162 All these men succeeded in making a quite seam-
less transition of power from Istanbul to Ankara after Talaat’s 
flight to Berlin, thus perpetuating his patterns, practices, and 
principles of governance across the country, although ideal-
ist republican goodwill, foremost of people in the second and 
third ranks, must not be denied.
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Most importantly, basic concepts remained the same 
despite structural changes in the 1920s. Summarized in a line of 
Mehmed Emin’s poem of the mid- 1910s, “I am a Turk / Great are 
my religion and my race,” the ideas of Gökalp and related ideo-
logues continued to sway the elites. They had consolidated from 
early August 1914 as an explicit “national takbir” (millî tekbir), 
or “Türk’s Allahu Akbar” (Türk’ün tekbiri). That is the prayer 
and battle cry of “Allahu Akbar” in the service of empire and 
Turan.163 For elites influenced by Gökalp, nation was based on 
common religion, culture, and race. The Gökalpian cohort of 
ideologues cultivated the idea of an organic and homogeneous, 
not a negotiated, plural and constitutional nation. They grafted 
it upon the old notion of an imperial Sunni “dominant nation” 
(millet- i hâkime). Although circles, names, and heads changed, 
this concept of nation allowed large parts of the politically domi-
nant group in the Ottoman Empire— that is, Muslim Turks— to 
“save” themselves in a new era of republican rule if they “con-
verted” to Turkism as their first doctrine. When an early Kemal-
ist wrote that “I am no longer the servant of a prince, a sultan, 
or a lord / I am the son of a nation that prostrates before itself,” 
he expressed the exaltation of a convert. Yet, though he con-
verted from empire to Anatolia, as he put it, he still converted to 
a nation and a “Turkdom” in the sense of Gökalp.164

Thus, the spirit of Gökalp, Talaat’s close friend and intel-
lectual mentor, also pervaded Kemalism and Mustafa Kemal’s 
personal thought. This is true, although Kemal attempted to 
suppress the role of Islam in Gökalp’s system, based on the pil-
lars of Turkism, Islam, and Western civilization. Even if every 
Western textbook writes that Atatürk, a moderate republican, 
renounced Ottoman imperialism and expansionist Turanism, 
nevertheless, elements of the fundamental excrescence present 
in Gökalp’s thought of the 1910s found their place in Kemalism. 
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They solidified in the 1930s in a Turkish history thesis and a 
language theory that made Turkdom the ethnohistorical cradle 
of human language and civilization.165 These speculations mir-
rored Gökalp’s Turkist exaltation and could not provide the 
scientific foundation of a Kemalist nationalism beyond Islam. 
They lacked both serious scholarship and popular appeal.

Kemalism lost its fight against political Islam in the long term 
because Mustafa Kemal’s political thought was based on the 
Gökalpian concept of an authoritarian- led Turkish- Muslim 
nation and on historic deeds going hand in hand with this con-
cept. Kemal had defended it in the hottest hour of his struggle, 
during the “War of Independence,” in a close fraternity with 
Islamism and a majority of Kurds, as had done the CUP. A 
large and overwhelming minority (not majority) organized in 
authoritarian structures dictated since 1913 politics and social 
life. Talaat’s and Kemal’s emphasis on an exclusively Turk-
ish Muslim “national economy” betrayed the same coercive 
shadow. “The CUP members have therefore never found odd 
the hero of the new national movement. They all rallied around 
him [Mustafa Kemal] with a national spirit and a national dis-
cipline that they had acquired in the twelve years before [since 
1908],” Talaat’s intimate Muhittin Birgen wrote astutely in the 
1930s. Birgen, in turn, had become a member of parliament and 
the head of the Directorate General of Press and Information 
under Atatürk. “All CUP people who had well begun to iden-
tify with Ziya Gökalp’s ideas during World War I, which were 
published in the name of the CUP, easily and logically rallied 
around Mustafa Kemal Pasha, to defend these new and con-
crete principles.”166

In his famous speech (Nutuk) of 1927, President Mustafa 
Kemal established a person- centered “self- narrative,” or “ego- 
history,” of Turkish national salvation.167 We may take it as the 
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proud and positive counterpart to Talaat’s memoirs, which are a 
much more defensive narrative of a wounded but still assertive 
ego after world war defeat. Talaat claimed, like Kemal, to have 
selflessly served the renewal and self- assertion of the Turkish 
nation. Kemal’s ego- history starts in May 1919, when he began 
to head rebellions in Anatolia against the postwar Istanbul gov-
ernment, and thus omits entirely the CUP’s and Talaat’s role 
before and also during the rebellion. Yet, significantly, it also 
excludes Talaat from the heavy criticism that he directs in his 
speech against other CUP predecessors and former comrades. 
Later, once his position was untouchable and a return or orga-
nization of former CUP leaders was no longer possible, Atatürk 
could, according to Jäckh, “frankly state that to a considerable 
extent his accomplishment ‘rested on Talaat’s shoulders.’ ”168

Kemalist historiography obeyed Atatürk’s lines of the 1920s. 
Most Western twentieth- century Turkology followed on its 
coattails. Historiography remained trapped for decades by the 
concept of an outstanding, singular savior and modernizer, 
as many Atatürk biographies until the late twentieth century 
demonstrate. Scholarship was thus bereft of the first part— and 
the first part’s critical determinants— of Turkey’s foundational 
history.169 With an emphasis on singularity and break, it long 
ignored the CUP legacy and Talaat’s seminal political personal-
ity. The multifaceted continuity from him to Kemal, starting at 
the beginning struggle for Anatolia, remained unaddressed— 
and with it Gökalp’s ideologemes in synergy with political strat-
egy and activism.

Secular Kemalism abolished the caliphate in 1924, yet within 
three generations it lost its struggle against political Islam, 
because it had built on it in its war for Asia Minor, as had CUP 
rule from 1913, that is, during the Balkan Wars and World War 
I. Mustafa Kemal himself was proclaimed a gazi, a successful 
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warrior in the name of Islam, by the Ankara Parliament in sum-
mer 1921. At that stage, he insisted on exclusive Muslim rights 
in Asia Minor and gave anti- Christian speeches in the prov-
inces.170 The principle of populism (halkçılık), which Kemalism 
soon adopted, was a substitute for real, negotiated democracy. 
It may sound harsh, but it is all too true that the same jihadist 
action of the “Islamic State” in 2014– 17, occupied with discourse 
and extreme realities of violence and coercion, was performed 
in many regions under Talaat, Enver, and early Kemalist rule. 
Turkey never did openly cope with these realities in politics and 
public history; quite the contrary.

Talaat’s successor Mustafa Kemal had well understood 
that a viable Turkey must demarcate itself fundamentally 
from the former regime and its blatant excesses if it wanted 
a future established on lasting ground. He therefore longed 
for fundamental departures. Kemal’s “revolutions” aspired 
to the oblivion of the previous years and decades, foremost 
of political Islam and the pervasive realities of jihad in 1911– 
22. Notably, the “revolution of law”— the complete abolition 
of sharia and the adoption of the Swiss Civil Code and the 
Swiss Code of Obligations— was new and incisive, though it 
resumed Talaat’s previous efforts. As a matter of fact, the new 
Civil Law of 1926 served for decades as a backbone of Turkish 
secularism. A recodification of this law today remains in force, 
although current Islamist trends, favored by the AKP govern-
ment, threaten the validity of its letter and spirit in Turkey’s 
society of the 2010s.171

Imposed, Kemalist policy failed to a large extent where 
Talaat— who initially had appeared as a democrat— had already 
failed: it fell short of an egalitarian social contract and the sup-
pression of systemic corruption. It did not overcome impe-
rial biases that evolved, inspired by Gökalp, into outspoken, 
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ethnoreligious biases. Having endorsed undemocratic patterns 
and the results of previous CUP rule, it persisted in follow-
ing Gökalp’s idea of an organic, culturally homogeneous, and 
leader-centered nation.

———

Thus, even if it rhetorically broke with the late Ottoman period, 
the early Republic of Turkey followed lines predetermined by 
Talaat’s political practice. Conspiratorial authoritarianism, 
refusal of a social contract, and disguised concubinages of con-
venience with Islamist and ultranationalist forces again played 
crucial roles, although expansionist neo- Ottoman ambitions 
remained largely excluded, at least before the early twenty- first 
century. To many contemporaries, foremost Western diplo-
mats who economized on deeper analysis, Kemalism appeared 
for decades as a viable, even ultimate authoritarian model of 
Middle Eastern, if not Third World, modernization. In this vein, 
Talaat and Atatürk admirer Jäckh advocated American rap-
prochement to Turkey during and after the Second World War. 
At present, however, the explosive comeback of World War I 
issues in the Middle East goes hand in hand with a manifest 
exhaustion of this post- 1945 order. In truth, it was labile right 
from the start, because it was geostrategically distorted and on 
shaky, undrained, post- Ottoman ground.

Inauspicious patterns of polity and governance originated 
from modernizers with antiegalitarian imperial biases, such as 
Sultan Abdulhamid and the late CUP. They might be excused 
for many of their shortcomings by the difficulty of the task and 
unfavorable circumstances related to European imperialism 
and nationalisms on the Balkans. Still, one must face the fact 
that they not only missed building up consensual egalitarian 
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society, even if in rudiments, but even missed heading for the 
goal itself. Talaat’s warmongering and make- or- break style, 
after he had given up on constitutional principles, is telling. In 
this mood, he became the CUP key leader, a master of power 
play, and a distinctive gambler in international affairs— the 
founding father of an Anatolian homeland exclusively based 
on Islam and Turkdom. Kemalism renounced empire, focused 
on domestic reconstruction, and longed, at times, for authen-
tic democracy. Nevertheless, it did not acquire the stature to 
“overcome Talaat,” that is, to clarify the legacy of the 1910s, 
although the former grand vizier remained disavowed in the 
early republic.

Yet his corpse came pompously back to Turkey on 25 Feb-
ruary 1943, four years and four months after Kemal Atatürk’s 
death, in a joint venture of Adolf Hitler’s and İsmet İnönü’s 
regimes. The prominently publicized transfer of Talaat’s mortal 
remains from Berlin to Istanbul was not a revenant’s manifes-
tation in a dark hour of history but the official admission and 
affirmation of the basic truth that the republic owed Talaat a 
lot, and that this had to do with a common Turkish- German 
history during and after World War I (which Atatürk had not 
been eager to acknowledge). It thus gave up claiming distance 
from a legacy that was, in fact, built- in to Kemalism. Histori-
cally speaking, it surrendered to its failure to cope with the cor-
rosion in the middle of this legacy.

In contemporary terms, it was a success: the true revolution-
ary Talaat, a patriotic child of the people and precursor of the 
Kemalist Revolution, had been forced to flee to Germany where 
he met neither friend nor justice, as journalist Orhan Seyfi 
wrote. “Today, however, Germany has expressed its respect 
toward the martyr, Talaat Pasha, and has acquitted itself of their 
old debt to him, and it is this that the Turks have waited for.” 
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The senior journalist Yunus Nadi (Abalıoğlu), Talaat’s mouth-
piece in 1917, was very explicit that the Republic of Turkey was 
the heir of Talaat’s and the CUP’s efforts. The military victory of 
1921 (Sakarya) was based on that of 1915 (Gallipoli), he wrote in 
the political biweekly Ulus. He insisted on historical continuity 
and justified the struggle against non- Turkish elements.172 This 
was definitely relevant insofar as the varlık vergisi (property tax) 
during World War II induced again a disproportionate transfer 
of wealth from non- Muslims  ( Jews included this time) to the 
state, as had been done on a much larger scale during the anti- 
Christian genocide of 1915.

Only after Atatürk’s death could the continuity from CUP 
to Kemalism be openly avowed. It relativized the achieve-
ments of the “Eternal Chief.” The same development allowed, 
for the first time under the republic, publication of important 
CUP sources, such as Talaat’s memoirs and Cavid’s diaries— 
significantly, however, only in censored, sanitized versions. The 
crucial taboo was and remained the crime against the Arme-
nians. After decades of complete suppression, this topic once 
again attracted international interest in the final third of the 
twentieth century. Thus, it also openly came back to Turkey.173

Abalıoğlu concluded his article in February 1943, submis-
sively saying that the nation was “grateful from all of its heart 
to its beloved president and to the government of Saraçoğlu for 
allowing the remains of Talaat to return to rest in the bosom 
of his country.” Hüseyin Cahid Yalçın gave the funeral oration 
on the Hill— and Monument— of Liberty (Hürriyet- i Ebediye 
Tepesi) where the military “martyrs” (şehit), fallen during the 
fight against the 1909 counterrevolution, had been buried, and 
after them other CUP heroes. Yalçın was another senior jour-
nalist and former CUP member who personified the continuity 
from the CUP single- party regime to the Republic of Turkey. 
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Ahmed Emin Yalman also attended the burial procession, at 
the side of German ambassador Franz von Papen and Turkish 
prime minister Şükrü Saraçoğlu (a 1910s member of the CUP- 
sponsored Türk Yurdu organization).

In 1996, Enver’s remains were brought back from Tajikistan, 
and those of other CUP members followed, thus joining those 
of Talaat in the Monument of Liberty and definitively bringing 
all restless ghosts of the CUP and World War I back to Turkey. 
But they were not layed to rest. Despite some promising depar-
tures, neither the global transition period of the late 1940s nor 
that of the 1990s in Turkey became windows of opportunity for 
a true and lasting democratic beginning based on self- critical 
public history.

———

Mehmed Talaat began to be fully rehabilitated and installed 
as an outstanding and positive figure in public Turkish history 
when his body was brought from Nazi Germany to Istanbul. 
This was not, as one might assume, an ephemeral moment in 
the dismal times of Adolf Hitler and World War II but the start 
of a process that took place for good during Turkey’s transi-
tion to a multiparty regime under the American aegis in the 
early Cold War, thus, when an ambivalent, shallow, geostrategi-
cally motivated Western orientation of Turkey began. The pre-
sumed reorientation could not therefore evolve into sustained 
democratization. There was no critical history and constructive 
soul- searching over divisive topics, supported and demanded 
by new friends and allies. The (theoretical) opportunity was 
squandered by American diplomacy.174

But the new liberties of the post- 1945 era did serve to com-
plete what had started as a Turkish- German joint venture in 
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1943: Talaat’s rehabilitation, now also by various publications 
of former CUP members, foremost among them Talaat’s own 
memoirs, published by his former collaborator and mouth-
piece Hüseyin Cahid Yalçın. It was followed by the “coming- 
out” of many other unrepentant Unionists who, without fearing 
Kemalist admonition and repression, published their recollec-
tions of Talaat’s long- suppressed era (many of them are referred 
to in this study). Though not ostentatiously, they nevertheless 
reminded their contemporaries of the pre- Kemalist preparation 
for the Turkish nation- state, and of a first “war of salvation” or 
“war of independence” starting in 1913. Well before the wars of 
1919– 22, they had struggled for unrestricted Turkish Muslim 
sovereignty in Anatolia.

Talaat’s rehabilitation, triggered in 1943, was not seriously 
challenged in Turkey itself, either from the Left or the Right, 
nor the Islamic and Islamist circles that publicly reemerged in 
the new multiparty system, although some well- known criti-
cism of the CUP by Kemalists (e.g., Yusuf Bayur) and from the 
opposite, Islamic side of the political spectrum took place. In 
the coming decades, many mosques, schools, and streets in 
Turkey were named after Talaat Pasha, Atatürk’s predecessor. 
Atatürk himself nevertheless continued to enjoy unique ven-
eration until the end of the twentieth century. The post- 1945 
departure to more prosperity and a more democratic system 
in Turkey was, right from the start, overshadowed by revenant 
ghosts of the last Ottoman decade.

Journalist and editor Hüseyin Cahid Yalçın and Enver 
Bolayır, publisher of Talaat’s memoirs in 1946, lastingly framed 
Talaat’s public image: “Talaat was a strong patriot, prepared 
to sacrifice everything, even his own life, for the salvation and 
well- being of the fatherland,” Yalçın wrote at the beginning of 
his edition. He conceded, however, that when Tanin had earlier 
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considered publishing the memoirs, Talaat’s connection with 
“one of the most cruel events of that era” had restrained those 
responsible from doing so. Bolayır continued in his foreword 
of the same edition of memoirs that Talaat “was one of a few 
rare statesmen whom Turkish history produced. Among the 
Ottoman grand viziers, this great Turkish leader had reached 
his high position thanks to his patriotism, honesty, intelligence 
and assiduity. . . . By writing this book [memoirs], he defended 
himself, the party of Union and Progress, and the Turkish 
nation before global public opinion. Reading this book reveals 
nakedly how ugly and unfounded were the defamations that 
our contemporary enemies invented about us. Finishing my 
lines, I bow respectfully before the great presence of the late 
Talaat Pasha.”175

Bolayır stands for many others who to this day remain 
respectfully bowed before Talaat’s aura. Talaat’s memoirs 
saw many reeditions in this same spirit. Far from Turkey, in 
the United States of the 1940s and 1950s, Ernst Jäckh became 
an important politico- academic voice in agreement with 
Talaat, to whom he had been very sympathetic in the 1910s, 
and remained so decades later. Emphasizing Turkey’s geo-
strategic uniqueness throughout the first half of the twenti-
eth century into the 1950s, he was, since 1940, a professor of 
public law and government at Columbia University, where 
he founded its Middle East Institute in 1948. His advocacy of 
Turkish- American friendship was based on analyses in conso-
nance with his former advocacy, marked by Türkenfieber. “The 
Young Turks’ revolution had strange consequences,” he wrote 
in 1944, after eulogizing Talaat and welcoming the transfer of 
his remains to Turkey. “It led . . . to a war of liberation and the 
realization of national independence. It may almost be said 
that the Young Turks’ experience set the course of foreign 
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policy which today places Turkey alongside the forces arrayed 
to defeat the Axis armies.”

In Jäckh’s line of thought, the leader- centered, Kemalist, 
single- party government was a “prodemocratic and peace- 
loving power.” His acclaimed book The Rising Crescent (1944) 
was based on his German volume of 1911 with the same title 
(within two years a Turkish edition was published). In this 
book, he also reminisced about Tehlerian’s trial of 1921, lash-
ing out against “the denial of guilt by the jury” and the latter’s 
alleged manipulation by the German government. “It was not 
in vain that the foreign minister [Friedrich Rosen] had seen to 
it ‘that Germany never would have anything to do with Turkish 
friendship.’ That was in 1921. In 1944 it is Turkey that will have 
nothing to do with German friendship.”176 The later exagger-
ated assertion revealed a flimsy argumentation: support for the 
Axis, though not at the top of the government, had been fer-
vent in Turkey and had been built upon resilient ideologemes 
of World War I. Opportunism, once Hitler’s fate was decided, 
along with fear of Stalin’s self- interested reanimation of the 
Armenian Question, had turned Turkey to the West toward 
the end of World War II. Faith in and the will to democracy 
remained, from the start, relegated to the second rank from 
both sides.

Solid and constructive political science for the post- 1945 
order would have required more accurate historical scholarship 
than Jäckh’s. New departures in the twenty- first century need, 
at long last, humble and humbling recognition of basic truths. 
“Making Turkey great again”— in the vein of the CUP’s “New 
Turkey” and “Turkey for the Turks”— revealed itself as a dead 
end, even if Jäckh kept on arguing differently. But he slurred 
over the victims with the sovereignty of a Wilhelminian geo-
strategist who managed to convert himself to liberal America, 
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and its quasi- imperial role after 1945, without much revision of 
his mental map. What, after all, remains the only constructive 
approach is, like more than a hundred years ago, making Tur-
key truly constitutional, even if different or smaller, and thus to 
honor the best spirits of the 1908 Ottoman spring and the best 
standards of the twenty- first century.
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After a hundred years, it is high time to understand and 
conclude: Talaat Pasha and his Young Turk fellows failed to 
make a timely, healthy, painful break with the empire and its 
undefeated, built- in, premodern supremacy. Heading the Otto-
man Empire, they not only drew out but fueled agony in the 
1910s. Angrily and vengefully, they struggled for empire and the 
Turkish nation, their main identifications. What they missed 
was the fight for constitutional rule in a reduced territory that 
they could have reasonably preserved without resorting to 
extreme violence. A century later, one might be tempted to 
shrug off those failures— there were so many in that era!— if 
it were not for the lasting consequences that command precise 
and careful revisiting.

Pioneering radical nationalist revolutionism, that is— in 
this study’s terminology— from the Right, Talaat’s revolution-
ist cohort entered a temporary marriage of convenience with 
Bolsheviks after the end of World War I. It proved paradigmatic 
for larger Europe in the era of the world wars, though long and 
wrongly disregarded as peripheral or “oriental.” Its unresolved 
(even if would- be solved) questions survived the global break 
of World War II and determine— modified— the convulsions 
of the present Middle East. Now visible for everyone, these old 
issues take center stage in global politics. Talaat and his cohort 
left behind wounds that even a century could not heal, and 
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descendants of victims can neither forgive nor forget, because 
credible recognition— the precondition for such healing— is 
lacking. The hope voiced after Talaat’s death by a close Arme-
nian friend of the early Young Turks in opposition that “Turks 
aware of the true interests of their country will not count this 
former minister among their good statesmen” (see chap. 6, 
sec. “Death— and Afterlife—in Germany and Turkey”) is still 
unfulfilled.

Although periods of relative prosperity and democratic 
openings were not absent in the post- Ottoman century, the 
Young Turk single- party leaders have, all in all, left danger-
ously divided societies behind them: prone to political vio-
lence and quasi- condemned to repeat patterns practiced during 
the Ottoman cataclysm. Because history remained unclarified 
and soul- searching was halfhearted— if it ever took place in 
the post- Ottoman states originating in that cataclysm of the 
1910s— political culture failed to emancipate itself from unre-
pented, manifestly evil patterns. Kemalism benefited from what 
CUP extremism had achieved, but thus implicitly identified 
with it, without facing the built- in evil. Such historical summary 
related to Talaat is not uplifting, yet it is hopefully instructive: 
at long last, his legacy can today help us to better understand 
not only why certain politics went and still go wrong, but also, 
by excludability, even if after an end to terror, which directions 
must be taken.

This study has not intended to judge but to explore Talaat 
and even, under the aspect of eternity, to see him off. As a his-
torian and “expert on the past,” I know how to appreciate the 
worth and virtue of historical valediction. In the 2010s, Turkey 
has become post- Kemalist. It is at risk of losing not only its 
post– World War II orientation but also its new, more incisive, 
fundamental compass from the beginning of the twenty- first 
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century: accession to the European Union and implementa-
tion of the EU standards, allowing democratic ideals of the 1908 
Ottoman spring to resume. In the aftermath of this recent loss, 
Turkey is again, and perhaps more than ever, haunted by fatal 
departures of a hundred years ago. In this sense, Talaat’s ghost 
is living on and has befallen Turkey’s Justice and Development 
Party (AKP), which had started so hopefully in the early 2000s. 
Personal power, party interests, and ideology prevail over 
democracy. As an analyst recently noted, this “remains one of 
Turkey’s main problems today. The AKP did not invent this 
problem, of course, but it has been busy building on it, rather 
than trying to turn Turkey into a genuinely democratic country 
that is respected across the world.”1 A combination of power, 
corruption, and imperially biased national- religious appeal 
(“neo- Ottomanism”) has presently— in the late 2010s— made 
politics sick again.

In scholarship and public history, Mehmed Talaat Pasha’s 
era, the first founding period of the Turkish nation- state, long 
remained veiled. Unclarified or mystified, the period’s actors, 
ideologemes, and political practices lent themselves to incon-
siderate reuse and reidentification. Against this reality, their life 
and policy decisions urge consistent historical deconstruction. 
Besides being a study for erudition, the analysis of Talaat’s polit-
ical biography in this book has intended to serve this hopeful 
purpose.
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Palestine, 83–84, 95, 217, 306–9, 351, 

358–59, 365; Ottoman Jewish center 

in, 361–62; as a second Armenia, 

289; Mandate for, 295

Pallavicini, Johann Markgraf von, 186

pan-Islamism, Turkish-led, 57, 305, 

456n13; British specter of, 296; czar 

seen as archenemy by, 171; Egyp-

tian nationalism and, 409; mix of 

pan-Turkism and of, 199, 206, 327; 

primary references of, 59

pan-Turkists/pan-Turkism, xi, 17, 28, 

101, 104–5, 301. See also Turkists/

Turkism; Turan/Turanism

Papazian, Vahan, 225, 228, 462n97

Papen, Franz von, 420

Paris, 44; Arab Congress in, 307; 

opposition in exile in, 44, 49–52, 56, 

58, 60, 278

Paris Peace Conference and Treaties 

(1919–20), 388, 399, 407

Parvus (Alexander Parvus, formerly 

Israil Lasarewitsch Helphand), 97, 

173–74, 297, 453n154, 468n176

Patriarchate, Armenian, liquidation of, 

262. See also Rûm, Patriarchate of

Pera, 206

Perinçek, Doğu, 488n173

perpetrator trauma, anti-Armenian, 294

Persia. See Iran

petitions, 84; writer of (arzuhalci), 84

Petrograd, 356

Phanariotes, 38–39

Pilling, J. R., 345–46, 480n51

Pirinççizâde Arif, 102–4

Pirinççizâde Feyzi, 96, 102, 104, 106, 

223, 243, 383, 412

Plovdiv, 125

Poale Zion, 361

political Islam. See Islamism

Poland, 20, 340, 394; revilement of 

Armenia and, 399

population exchanges, 28, 34, 145–46, 

167, 187

Pomiankowski, Joseph, 12, 158, 201, 

433n28, 461n93

Pro Palästina, committee, 362

protofascism, 106, 343, 354

provisional law (decree) of 27 May 1915, 

15, 239, 270

putsch. See coup

Quadruple Alliance, 336, 338, 356

Radek, Karl, 397–98

Rahmi. See Arslan, Mustafa Rahmi

Rakka, 262, 266, 276

Rambert, Louis, 63, 65–66, 69, 70–74, 

80, 82, 84, 89–90, 109–14, 124, 128–33, 

132–33, 169, 181, 191, 210, 440n6; and 

Cavid, 69, 111, 118, 137; and Cemal, 147; 

against European duress, 133; against 

war, 11, 137; for individual liberty, 118; 

for a neutral coalition, 191; on capitu-

lations,192; on Rûm removal and 

anti-Greek revanchism, 177–79

Ramgavar, 152

Rathenau, Walther, 342–43, 436n60

reaction/reactionaries (Islamic). See 

irtica/mürteci

Red Book, 323

Red Cross, 128

Reform Agreement (of 1914), 8, 9, 15, 

151–65, 239, 243, 298; annulled, 184, 

191–92, 221



522 i n d e x

reform plan: of 1895, 102–3; of 1912, 152; 

of 1914, see Reform Agreement; for 

Macedonia, 52, 127

reforms: Ottoman, 38, 40–41; by 

Talaat, grand-vizier, 323–25; Turkish- 

nationalist, xi. See also revolution

Régie des Tabacs, 63, 66, 69, 72, 129, 137, 

143, 440n6; concession agreement 

obtained by, 147

religion, freedom of, 41

Renda, Mustafa Abdülhalik, 195, 222, 

249–51, 258, 266, 412; requiring 

extermination, 250

Reşid (Dr. Mehmed Reşid). See 

Mehmed Reşid

restorationism, 351, 358, 367; and Chris-

tian Zionism, 351, 481n65

Reval, meeting in, 53

revanchism, 165, 169; anti-Greek, 179

revolution: 1908 constitutional (Young 

Turk), see Young Turk Revolution; 

counter- (of April 1909), 63, 68–69; 

French, see French Revolution; 

Kemalist, 30; top-down cultural, 321

revolutionaries/revolutionists/ 

revolutionism: prototypical, 30, 

36–37; left-wing, 60; right-wing, 

2, 57, 60, 61–62, 64–65, 101, 105, 

352; Young Turk, xii, 30. See also 

komiteci/komitecilik

revolutionary Islamic committees 

(post-1918), 387, 395, 398, 402–3

Rey, Ahmed Reşid, 127–28

Rifat Pasha, 383–84

Riga, 256

The Rising Crescent (by E. Jäckh), 88, 423

Rıza. See Ahmed Rıza

Rıza Tevfik, 75

The Road to Death of the Armenian 

People (by J. Lepsius), 386

Rodes, Jean (journalist), 80

Rodosto (Tekirdağ), 292

Rohner, Beatrice, 266–67

Rohrbach, Paul, 283, 288, 470n202

Romania, 150, 166–67, 191, 219, 275, 317, 

347, 364, 365, 394; conquered, 336

Rome, 391; March on, 410

Rosen, Friedrich, 423

Rosenberg, Alfred, 410

Rosenberg, Frederic, 334, 341–42, 

371–72, 476n4, 481n68

Rössler, Walter, 467n162

Ruhi al-Khalidi, 75, 93

Rûm (Greek-Orthodox Ottomans), 13, 

117, 128, 185; contraband, 169; expul-

sion of, 13, 28, 167–69, 174–80, 185, 

453n146, 454n158; Patriarchate of, 

177; of Pontus, 257–58, 319–20, 355, 

365, 401; as target of boycotts, 155. 

See also genocide, of Pontus Rûm

Rumelia (Rumeli, European Turkey), 

50, 51, 52; loss of, 128, 139, 254

Ruppin, Arthur, 311

Russia, 21, 37, 39, 59, 85, 152–65, 186, 

188, 191–93, 205, 209, 211–12, 309; 

Bolshevik, 396–400, 425; defeat 

of against Japan, 47; hypothetical 

alliance of, with Turkey, 171, 182, 

202, 211; pro-Kemalist turn of, 399; 

revolutionary, 341

Russian revolutions: in 1905, 173; in 

February 1917, 336, 347; in November 

1917 (October Revolution), 312, 356

Russo-Turkish (Russo-Ottoman) War 

of 1877–78, 40, 41

Saadetian, Sempad, 198

Sabahaddin (Mehmed Sabahaddin), 

prince, 37, 50, 57–59, 66, 79, 136, 138, 

141, 302, 376



i n d e x  523

Sâbis, Ali İhsan, 213

Sadak, Necmettin Sadık, 329–31, 412, 

478n30

Sadık. See Mehmed Sadık

Sahip Molla (sheykhulislam), 74; fetva 

of, 74

Said Halim, Prince, 14, 87, 129, 133, 

140–45, 148–49, 163, 186–87, 211, 

214, 217, 304, 346; foreign minister, 

231–32; grand vizier, 140–41; losing 

foreign ministry, 291, 315; losing 

grand vizierate, 315; member of the 

Turkish-German Society, 287; and 

Talaat, 145, 163, 176–77, 217, 231–32, 

291, 315

Said Pasha. See Mehmed Said Pasha

Sakarya, victory at, 419

Şakir. See Bahaeddin Şakir

Salih Zeki, 263–64, 272–73

Salonica, 36, 43–50, 53–55, 111–12; 1908 

enthusiasm in, 54–55; a Jewish 

town, 302; military units from, 67, 

69; center of CUP agitation (before 

1910s), 42–55

salvation: national, see national salva-

tion; of the Muslims, 56–57, 141; 

of the state, 16, 36; of the Orient, 

476n9; by Zion, 367

Sanders, Otto Liman von, 162, 212, 221, 

331–33; on Talaat, 331–32

Saraçoğlu, Şükrü, 412, 419–20

Sarajevo, 178, 181

Sardarabad, 364

Sarıkamış, 17, 184, 219, 226, 292

Sasun, resistance and massacre in, 

101–2; on map, 277

Sazonov, Sergej D., 152, 162, 171, 201–2, 

318, 356, 362

Scheubner-Richer, Max, 251, 253, 

255–56

Schrader, Friedrich, 386

Şebinkarahisar, 238

second constitutional period. See 

constitutional period

Şefik (vali Cevdet’s deputy), 209, 

263–64

Selim I (Yavuz), Sultan, 3, 103, 189–90; 

as the CUP’s patron saint, 4

Selim II, Sultan, 3–4; mosque of 

(Selimiye Mosque), in Edirne, 3, 

144–45

Sémelin, Jacques, 472n228

Şemsi Pasha, 54

separate peace, ideas of, 336, 345–48, 

371, 479n40, 479n50

Serbesti (newspaper), 70

Serbia, 40, 124, 131, 140, 142, 150, 183, 

186–87, 191, 213, 364; ghosts of, 25, 

436n63

Serengülian, Ohannes Vartkes, 92, 116, 

160–61, 291, 298; speech in parlia-

ment, 94–96; sent to Diyarbekir, 291

şeriat. See sharia

Sevastopol, 364, 381

Sèvres Treaty, 387, 394–95, 399

Sevk ve İskân Kanunu (Relocation and 

Resettlement Law). See Deportation 

Law (Decree)

Seyfi, Orhan, 418

Seyfo. See genocide, Assyrian

Seyyid Abdulvehâb, 275

sharia, 31, 39, 67, 70–72, 78, 117–18, 416; 

vulgar understanding of, 208

Shekib (Shakib) Arslan, 405, 409

sheykhulislam, 16, 41, 74, 82, 183, 200, 

207, 217, 282, 332

Sinai, 184

Sivas, 163, 253, 236–38, 253, 274–76

slave markets (of Armenian women 

and children), 103, 185, 290



524 i n d e x

single-party regime: of CUP, xiii, 25, 

62–63, 155, 281–82, 304, 330, 426; 

after April 1914 elections, 172–73; 

first of the twentieth century, 25; 

imperial, 320; Kemalist, 412, 423; 

and Weimar Republic, 383–84

Smyrna. See Izmir

SO. See Special Organization

social contract, 11, 28, 30, 416–17; refusal 

of 105, 417

social Darwinism, 7, 20, 28, 40, 173, 250, 

252, 255, 343, 351, 431n14, 434n36, 

480n59; mix of with Islamism and 

Turkism, 56, 61, 85, 246, 271; and 

world war and world revolution, 

173–74; and total war-jihad, 264

Social Democrat Hunchakian Party, 

152, 236, 295, 399

socialism, 2, 60; revolutionary, 85, xii. 

See also revolutionaries

Socialist International (Second), 97, 

396–99, 443n60; ARF memoran-

dum at Congress in Copenhagen 

of, 86; Socialist Peace Conference 

(1917), convened by, 327

Society for Muhammadan Unity 

(İttihad-i Muhammedi Cemiyeti), 70

Sofia, 125

Solf, Wilhelm, 382–83

sopalı seçim (irregular election of 

1912), 117

Souchon, Wilhelm, Admiral, 213, 390

sovereignty (Turkish), xii, 27, 32, 46, 

51, 69, 143, 167, 191, 298, 319, 333, 

352, 398, 400, 421; centralized, 152; 

CUP’s demand of full, 8, 21, 144, 155, 

160, 172; Jewish center in Palestine 

under Ottoman, 362; new domestic 

sovereignty (since August 1914), 191; 

paramount goal of Turkish, in Asia 

Minor, 392–93, 396, 421; of sultanate-

caliphate, 401

Special Organization (SO, Teşkilât-i 

Mahsusa), 5, 146, 379, 402; board 

of, 146; and Caucasus, 196–201, 

205–10, 221–26, 229–30, 404; role of 

in extermination, 252–54, 450n98; 

gangs related to, 13, 258, 355; start of 

in lost Rumeli, 146; and Talaat, 5, 

146, 199–200, 457n32

Stalin, Joseph W., 29, 423

Steeg, Louis, 216

Stier, Ewald, 408–9

stock exchanges and commerce, 127, 

132, 174, 181

Strauss, 383, 484n110

Stresemann, Gustav, 407

Stumm, Wilhelm von, 375

Sublime Porte, 1, 2, 41, 66, 112, 126–27

Suez Canal, 12, 220, 223, 359

Şükrü Pasha, 130

Sükuti. See İshâk Sükuti

Süleyman Askeri, 146

Süleyman Nazif, 131, 244

Sultanahmet Square, meetings on, 

125–26, 192

sultan-caliph/sultanate-caliphate. See 

caliphate

supply: General Commission for, 

324; mess and scandals related to 

(1914–18), 199, 279, 323–24, 485n126

Şûra-yı Ümmet (journal), 49, 56, 59, 

60, 71

Swiss Civil Code, 416

Switzerland, 25, 43, 266, 322, 343, 

346–48, 385, 397, 436n60, 440n6, 

472n226

Sykes-Picot Agreement, 318, 340, 356, 

362–63; and agreement with Russia’s 

Sazonov, 318, 356, 362



i n d e x  525

Syria, xiii, 4, 14, 30, 33, 70, 108, 180, 182, 

185; desert of, 233–34; Great, 217. 

See also genocide, second phase of 

Armenian

Syriac. See Assyrian

Tabris, 256

Tahsin. See Uzer

Taksim (square in Istanbul), 70

Talaat (Mehmed Talaat) Bey/Pasha: 

acknowledged CUP head by 1909, 

63, 76; armenophobic, 30, 263; basic 

feeling of hurt, 43; birth, 35, 41; 

boasting with bravado and genocide, 

134–35, 146–47; made colonel, 145; 

(twenty-first century) Committee 

for, 488n173; and coup attempts 

during World War, 348; crisis of, 63, 

85–90, 93, 96, 107–8; demagogue, 

125; deputy of Edirne, 68; dictator, 

28, 63, 108, 216–20; education, 41–42, 

44; (abandoning) equality, 63–64; 

father of a post-Ottoman Turkey, 

xi, 411–23; in German exile, 381–411; 

Germanophile, 193; in German eyes, 

24; grand vizier, 315–20; herald of 

European cataclysm, 217; leading the 

1908 revolution, 51–54, 61; leading 

the 1913 coup, 109, 133–36; leading 

diplomacy, 145–46; leading recovery 

of Edirne, 109, 142–45; learning 

German, 344–45; (seemingly) left-

wing, 96–97; longing to enter the 

family of Europe, 172; minister of the 

interior, 62, 75, 140; minister of post 

and telegraph, 117; (a good) Muslim, 

97; nation-building by, 33, 258–59, 

280–81, 325, 403; natural authority, 

47; notebook, 13, 268, 273, 468n175; 

pioneering a new political style, 

147; populist, 54, 124–26, 135, 141; 

remains brought to Turkey, 418–20; 

and separate peace, 371; speech at 

meeting in Manastir (1910), 86; 

travel into Asia Minor (1909 and 

1916), 80, 273–75; travel to London 

(1909), 75–76; and Turan, 224; a 

Turkish Bismarck, 179, 286, 404; 

vice-president of the parliament, 68; 

vilification of Armenians, 291–94; 

war-prone, 107–8, 124–26, 135, 

142–43, 168, 193, 210–12, 380; weep-

ing, 7, 30, 222; zenith of, 356–57

Talaat, Armenian genocide, 6–27, 

232–94. See also genocide

Talaat, author of key documents: dec-

laration in Sabah ( July 1912), 121–22; 

decree of 30 May 1915, 15; letter of 

26 May 1915, 14–15, 270; letters to 

Mustafa Kemal, 399–403; memoirs, 
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35–41

—1880s: Abdulhamid’s politics of 
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Capitulations, Lebanon’s auton-
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attack against British Egypt with 
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—1917–18: Talaat grand vizier, 321; 
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overthrow of czar (mid-March 
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324–25; the October Revolution, 
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and the Brest-Litovsk Treaty, 
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Ottoman recovery of Caucasian 

provinces, 317–18, 364; and—as 
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“Turan,” 367–68; the grand vizier 

reaches the zenith of his apparent 
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final disillusion during his visit to 
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harsh armistice (30 October), 
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407–11; National Pact (Misak-ı 

Millî), countergovernment 
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Turkish-German Society, 287–88, 404, 

407

Turkish History Thesis, 414

Turkists/Turkism, 11, 16, 28, 56, 61, 86. 
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