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1
‘A Fate Worse Than Dying’: Sexual
Violence during the Armenian
Genocide
Matthias Bjørnlund

All tell the same story and bear the same scars: their men were
all killed on the first days’ march from their cities, after which the
women and girls were constantly robbed of their money, bedding,
clothing, and beaten, criminally abused and abducted along the way.
Their guards forced them to pay even for drinking from the springs
along the way and were their worst abusers but also allowed the
baser element in every village through which they passed to abduct
the girls and women and abuse them. We were not only told these
things but the same things occurred right here in our own city before
our very eyes and openly on the streets.1

Introduction

The above quote, taken from a letter written 6 August 1915 by
F. H. Leslie, US missionary in the Ottoman city of Urfa, to US Consul
Jesse B. Jackson in Aleppo, encapsulates much of what was the Arme-
nian genocide – the killing of 1–1.5 million Ottoman Armenians during
World War I – including the fundamental gendered aspect of this event.
But when it comes to massive extermination campaigns like the Arme-
nian genocide, the Holocaust, and the Rwandan genocide, gendered
aspects have usually been downplayed in scholarly works. This is per-
haps understandable considering the all-encompassing nature of what
has rightly been called the total genocides of the past century.2 The
Armenian genocide was the almost completely successful attempt by
the Young Turk dictatorship (also known as the Committee of Union and
Progress, CUP) at ‘cleansing’ from Anatolian soil not only the approxi-
mately 2 million Ottoman Armenians, but also other mainly Christian
nationalities like the Ottoman Greeks and Assyrians, and it was usually

16
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secured through a number of methods of direct and indirect killings:
massacres, drownings, death marches under the guise of relocations,
imposed starvation and diseases, etc.3

So, when the ultimate goal of the perpetrators is to secure the disap-
pearance of an entire group – men, women, and children – subjects like
sexual abuse, or whether or to what extent factors like gender or age
played a role in selecting the victims, may seem of secondary impor-
tance. Nevertheless, history shows that males and females have often
been affected by genocide in quite different ways, whether as victims or
as perpetrators, and focusing on aspects such as gender is important if
one seeks to fully understand the modes, motives, dynamics, and con-
sequences of genocide and other mass crimes.4 This study attempts to
examine gendered aspects of the Armenian genocide, in particular the
ways Ottoman Armenian females were targeted for physical destruction,
sexual abuse, slavery, and/or forced assimilation. As the particular fate
of the Armenian females in this period has been analyzed in only a few
scholarly works,5 and because this fate is today little known by non-
Armenians and non-specialists in the field of genocide studies, the aim
is also to help create a larger basis for further discussion of this event,
as well as for comparison of gendered aspects of the Armenian genocide
with similar aspects of similar historical events; that is, to tentatively
bring this material into a wider context of sexual violence during war
and genocide.

Gender and the Armenian genocide: An overview

Organized, gender-selective mass killing – sometimes termed gender-
cide – is a common feature of war, ethnic cleansing, and genocide,
and has in such situations of conflict primarily targeted men through
history, especially younger ‘battle-age’ men.6 These mass killings have
either been seen as a goal in itself – the destruction of real or imag-
ined opposition and/or reproductive powers and group coherence, a
recent case in point being the 1995 Srebrenica massacre of some 8000
Bosnian Muslim men and boys7 – or as a more or less distinctive
part of a more thorough genocidal design – what Adam Jones calls
‘root-and-branch extermination’.8 The latter applies to the Armenian
genocide, which was executed as what one might call two sequential,
relatively distinct, but interconnected gendercides within the frame-
work of a larger exterminatory campaign. Thus, the first victims of the
Armenian genocide were almost exclusively men: the approximately
200,000 Armenian soldiers fighting in the Ottoman army who, from
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the beginning of 1915, were disarmed and massacred or worked to
death in large numbers, followed by politicians, religious leaders, and
other members of the Armenian elite who were arrested, deported, often
tortured, and killed from the spring of that same year. They, in turn,
were followed by those of the remaining men and older boys who had
not managed to hide or escape and were massacred as a prelude to,
or in the early stages of, the deportations – the death marches. Some
men and older boys managed to stay alive for at least a period of
time on these marches through bribery or by disguising themselves as
women.9

There could be important similarities between the ways male and
female Armenian victims were treated, especially near the Caucasian
frontline where massacres tended to be total and thus less gender-
selective. And, as during the Bosnian genocide,10 the Rwandan geno-
cide,11 the Japanese occupation of South-East Asia during WWII,12 and
at times during the 1914 German invasion of Belgium and France,13

both males and females were from early on often subjected to sexu-
ally charged mutilations as part of what seems to be humiliating or
dehumanizing rituals connected to the actual killings, perhaps aimed
at showing the omnipotence of the perpetrators and the impotence of
the victims. In late May 1915, an American missionary in Harput, Henry
H. Riggs, encountered the bodies of two almost naked elderly Armenian
men, noting that they

. . . were laid in such a position as to expose their persons to the
ridicule of passers by, and on the abdomen of each was cast a large
stone. They had evidently been murdered there at the noon hour and
then the brutal guards had stopped to leave behind them the signs
not only of violence but of mockery and insult.14

According to a German source,

[f]or a whole month [during the summer of 1915, MB] corpses were
observed floating down the River Euphrates nearly every day, often in
batches of from two to six corpses bound together. The male corpses
are in many cases hideously mutilated (sexual organs cut off, and so
on), the female corpses are ripped open.15

Armenian refugees from Ottoman-occupied parts of Persia reported in
early 1915 that
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[t]he 750 Armenians that have reached Salmast from Urmia are com-
pletely stripped, the women, abducted. In Dilman there is also the
same amount of murdered Armenians, whose martyrdom was carried
out in the most horrific manner. They cut off the feet of living peo-
ple with saws, they cut their wrists in the same way, they cut noses,
cheeks, and lips off with scissors. They burned those parts of the body
which are most sensitive. Both the elderly and the young were killed
by frightful tortures, without regard to gender. We saw the traces of
boundless brutality, glowing skewers were run through the genitals
of both women and men, and they were put to death this way.16

But as a rule the Armenian population had been brutally and largely suc-
cessfully emasculated before victims as well as missionaries and other
Western observers came to consider the fate of the survivors to be
even crueler.17 This happened when it was learned what was meant
by the government-approved deportations or relocations, operations
orchestrated and executed by the Ministry of Interior’s Directorate for
the Settlement of Tribes and Immigrants, and supposedly dictated by what
was officially deemed to be military necessity.18 From the summer of
1915, after the Ottoman Armenians had been deprived by the CUP
government of most potential means of organized armed or political
resistance, as well as of the traditional breadwinners of families,19 Arme-
nian women and children were the next major group to be targeted.20

Hundreds of thousands were given short notice, from weeks to mere
hours, by the authorities to leave their homes and possessions and
march toward the Syrian desert to be ‘relocated’.

Yet though there were exceptions, usually depending on the individ-
ual attitudes of escorting gendarmes or local administrators, the general
purpose of the deportations was to kill all or most of the deportees
by outright massacre, individual acts of violence, attrition, starvation,
dehydration, or disease before they reached the alleged relocation areas
in the desert.21 This is testified to by covert governmental instructions,22

as well as by reports by Armenian survivors and by Ottoman and neutral
or Ottoman-allied observers.23 As for reports by neutral observers, Carl
Ellis Wandel, Danish diplomatic minister at Constantinople (Istanbul),
stated on 4 September 1915 that it was certain that the intention of the
CUP policy of massacre and deportation was to ‘exterminate the Arme-
nian people’.24 And Danish missionary nurse Maria Jacobsen, stationed
in the Central Anatolian town of Harput, stated in her diary 26 June
1915 that if the destination of the deportees really was to be the Syr-
ian desert, ‘it is quite obvious that the purpose of their departure is the
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extermination of the Armenian people’.25 At that point, few believed
the promises made by the authorities to protect the deportees. In an
eyewitness report by Ottoman Lieutenant Sayied Ahmed Moukhtar Baas
(who like many other Muslim Ottoman citizens was against the geno-
cide or even tried to save Armenian lives, although it was punishable by
death),26 it was stated that

When the first batches of the deported Armenians arrived at
Gumush-Khana all able-bodied men were sorted out with the excuse
that they were going to be given work. The women and children were
sent ahead under escort with the assurance by the Turkish author-
ities that their final destination was Mosul and that no harm will
befall them. The men kept behind were taken out of town in batches
of 15 or 20, lined up on the edge of ditches prepared beforehand,
shot and thrown into the ditches. Hundreds of men were shot every
day in a similar manner. The women and children were attacked on
their way by the (‘Shotas’) the armed bands organised by the Turk-
ish Government who attacked them and seized a certain number.
After plundering and committing the most dastardly outrages on
the women and children they massacred them in cold blood. These
attacks were a daily occurence until every woman and child had been
got rid of. The military escorts had strict orders not to interfere with
the ‘Shotas’. [ . . . ] In July 1915 I was ordered to accompany a convoy
of deported Armenians. It was the last batch from Trebizond [Trab-
zon, MB] [ . . . ] I fell ill and wanted to go back, but I was told that as
long as the Armenians in my charge were alive I would be sent from
one place to the other.27

Another eyewitness, Mushegh Hakobian, born 1890 in Nicomedia, also
reported that Armenians were marched back and forth or in circles:
‘They were so pitiless that they made us return and walk the same road
through hills and valleys anew so as to exhaust us completely. We had
already no bread and no water . . . ’28 Deportees were often told by escort-
ing gendarmes that they would all be killed, and, as a rule, anyone who
fell behind was shot or left to die.29 This typical and seemingly point-
less procedure can be explained not only with the need to carry out the
destruction of the remaining Armenians near remote rivers and gorges
suited for the killing and disposal of bodies,30 at a safe distance from
(Western) eyewitnesses, and from the general Muslim population due
to fear of diseases,31 but also with keeping deportees away from sources
of food and water and minimizing the possibility of escape. It can also
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be explained with hatred toward Armenians as a group, as revenge for
perceived transgressions, and, perhaps, with an attempt to overcome
possible resistance from gendarmes or soldiers toward outright massacre
of women and children. When asked by missionaries why they did not
just kill women and children in their villages instead of exposing them
to the miseries of the marches, a Turkish gendarme gave an answer
that reveals a combination of rationalizations: ‘It is right so, they must
be miserable. And – what would we do with the corpses? They would
stink!!!’32 Khanum Palootzian, who had been deported from the Erzerum
region in May 1915, stated that the gendarmes escorting her convoy had
received outright orders ‘not to kill women with sword or bullet, only in
another way’, i.e., through starvation, abuse, and exhaustion. Whether
such an order had in fact been given or not, the escort on this march, as
well as on most other marches, did not abstain from outright massacre
of women and children.33

Often whole convoys were massacred and plundered by the special-
ized, uninhibited killer units, by soldiers, by Muslim villagers, or by
Kurdish militias, either under supervision by, or in close cooperation
with, the authorities.34 But the death marches were no less designed
to kill by various means of attrition (i.e., without anyone necessar-
ily having to do any direct killing), and those same means would
brutalize the escort and ensure that surviving Armenians would even-
tually become thoroughly dehumanized.35 And although abuse and
brutalization were integral parts of the training of the Ottoman sol-
dier and gendarme,36 some guards needed to be further brutalized to
be able to kill women and children as they were ordered to. Mission-
aries Thora von Wedel-Jarlsberg and Eva Elvers, from neutral Norway
and Ottoman-allied Germany, respectively, reported on conversations
they had in June 1915 with young Turkish soldiers escorting, abusing,
and massacring deportees from Erzinjan, and the missionaries had to
conclude that they deeply pitied not only the deportees, but also the
poor boys (‘armen Jungen’) who were being systematically made into
devils (‘systematisch zu Teufeln gemacht werden’).37 A Turkish police-
man who had participated in the killing of a group of Armenian men
who had tried to resist being caught, including the father and brother
of a girl he had taken as his wife, gave the well-known reason or excuse
for his actions that if he had not obeyed he would have been killed
himself.38

It is not surprising that many executors (i.e., direct perpetrators) of
genocide – mainly those ‘ordinary men’ who are not already brutalized
through warfare, violent crime, or ideological or religious commitment
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to a radical cause – initially need some amount of brutalization and
a dehumanization of the enemy in order to be able to kill, especially
when the victims are non-combatant women and children.39 A typi-
cal example of this apparently universal need for some perpetrators to
(let themselves) be brutalized is given by a survivor of the Rwandan
genocide who had been driven out of town with a number of other
Tutsis after a massacre, now barely making a living on a hill nearby
while still being chased by Hutu genocidaires: ‘ . . . I think that for the
Hutus, to see us so, living like the lowest of the lowest wildlife, it made
the work easier. Especially for those who were not spurred to massacre
out of hatred’.40 That some of the executors of the Armenian genocide
were indeed ‘ordinary men’ is hinted at by a British POW in Yozgat,
Lieutenant E. H. Jones:

The butchery had taken place in a valley some dozen miles outside
the town [ . . . ]. Amongst our sentries were men who had slain men,
women and children till their arms were too tired to strike. They
boasted of it among themselves. And yet, in many ways, they were
pleasant enough fellows.41

As described below, Armenians had been systematically dehumanized
by being designated as disloyal, greedy, etc., by politicians and by
the state-controlled media for months, even years, prior to WWI.42

Also, it is worth considering whether earlier massacres of Armenians
in the 1890s43 and 190944 had fostered indifference to Armenian suf-
fering, creating a situation where massacre led to dehumanization that
ultimately helped pave the way for genocide.45 But in 1915, dehuman-
ization was seen as a very tangible result of the death marches. Observers
noted that the very appearance of the Armenian deportees had become
less-than-human, which, in turn, is likely to have worked to convince
escorting gendarmes that they were in fact justified in the first place to
treat Armenians as ‘cattle’ or ‘sheep to the slaughter’, common contem-
porary descriptions of the state and fate of the deportees.46 Leslie Davis,
US Consul at Harput in the Mamouret-ul-Aziz region, described just how
dehumanized they had become, the tens of thousands of deportees who
passed through his consular region, a major artery of the deportation
routes to the deserts of Syria:

There were parties of exiles arriving from time to time throughout
the summer of 1915, some of them numbering several thousand. The
first one, who arrived in July, camped in a large open field on the
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outskirts of the town, where they were exposed to the burning sun.
All of them were in rags and many of them were almost naked. They
were emaciated, sick, diseased, filthy, covered with dirt and vermin,
resembling animals far more than human beings. They had been
driven along for many weeks like herds of cattle, with little to eat,
and most of them had nothing except the rags on their backs. When
the scant rations which the Government furnished were brought for
distribution the guards were obliged to beat them back with clubs, so
ravenous were they. There were few men among them, most of the
men having been killed by the Kurds before their arrival in Harput.
Many of the women and children also had been killed and very many
others had died on the way from sickness and exhaustion. Of those
who had started, only a small portion were still alive and they were
rapidly dying.47

This was confirmed by Maria Jacobsen, who writes that one could smell
those same sick, dead, and dying deportees from a far distance, and
that ‘these poor people did not look like humans any more, not even
animals could be found in this state, people would be merciful and
kill them’.48 A survivor described how female deportees at such tempo-
rary camps were examined before rape and abduction, and compared
it with the way a butcher would examine animals before slaughter-
ing them.49 Harput and nearby Mezreh were among the several towns
and cities along the deportation routes that became centers for the sys-
tematic distribution of Armenian girls and women among the local
populations.50 Other sources confirm that outside Mezreh, Armenian
women and children camped under atrocious conditions. This camp
turned into a well-organized slave market where the most desirable
females, first and foremost women of wealthy families, were searched
for by local Muslims and checked by doctors for diseases, etc. If a
woman refused to follow her new ‘owner’, she was detained by the
local authorities until she accepted a life in slavery.51 According to
the Turkish post-war Military Tribunals, the systematic distribution and
abuse of Armenian females was not restricted to the lower levels of
Ottoman society. For instance, Nuri, chief police officer of Trabzon,
brought young girls to Constantinople as gifts from the Governor-
General to members of the CUP Central Committee, and the Trabzon
Red Crescent Hospital was made into a ‘pleasuredome’ where high-
ranking officials indulged in orgies.52 Indeed, selecting girls and women
to distribute among leading Muslims seems to have been a common
occurrence.53
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Sexual violence on the death marches

Like in the Nazi death camps and concentration camps, everything
was permitted or accepted in the Eastern provinces and on the death
marches; the marches in particular became, to use Hannah Arendt’s
description of the Nazi camps, laboratories in total domination.54 In
describing the official license granted to Serbians to transgress legal and
moral barriers during the 1990s war and genocide in Bosnia, Slavoj Zizek
and Christopher Hanlon describe a ‘carnivalistic’ situation comparable
to that of the moral collapse that was the Armenian genocide: ‘ . . . it’s
not simply some kind of “dark terror”, but a kind of false, explosive
liberation’.55 In a letter dated 15 September 1915 to British Minister
of Munitions David Lloyd George, Philip P. Graves, at the Intelligence
Department of the British War Office, stated regarding the Armenian
genocide that ‘[m]aking all allowance for exaggeration there can be no
doubt that there has been a carnival of murder and rape in many parts
of the interior . . . ’,56 while Raphael de Nogales, a Venezuelan mercenary
serving with the Ottoman army on the Caucasian and Persian fronts,
used phrases like ‘orgy’ and ‘bacchanal of barbarity’ to describe the
extermination of Armenians he witnessed in the Van region.57

In return for such ‘liberation’, i.e., the license to kill, plunder, and
rape, loyalty to the CUP dictatorship and its genocidal scheme was
expected. Jackson, American Consul at Aleppo, stated 12 May 1915
regarding the deportations from Zeitun, Marash, and surrounding areas:
‘According to reports from reliable sources the accompanying gen-
darmes are told that they may do as they wish with the women and
girls’.58 And most of them did. The Danish relief worker and League of
Nations Commissionary Karen Jeppe, who was working from her base
in Aleppo to secure the release of the tens of thousands of Armenian
women and children from Muslim households who had been forcibly
abducted during the genocide, stated in 1926 that out of the thousands
of Armenian females she had come into contact with, all but one had
been sexually abused.59 It is clear that in addition to starvation, diseases,
beatings, and general exhaustion, Armenian females were subjected to a
deliberate pattern of constant, systematic sexual abuse and humiliations
for weeks, sometimes months.

In some areas of the empire, especially in Eastern Anatolia, the col-
lapse of moral values happened so fast and was so complete that the
abuse took place openly. This was probably as a consequence of a com-
bination of factors, like the closeness to the frontline; brutalization
through warfare; vengeance for atrocities committed against Muslim
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civilians and for (perceived) Armenian resistance and revolutionary
activity; and the officially sanctioned view of all Armenians as being
inner representatives of the main outer enemy, the Russians. Examples
of atrocities committed include a case where government officials in
Trabzon were reported to have picked up ‘some of the prettiest Arme-
nian women of the best families. After committing the worst outrages
on them they had them killed. Cases of rape of women and girls even
publicly are very numerous. They were systematically murdered after
the outrage’.60 A report from Mush stated that female relatives of male
torture victims were raped in front of their husbands or brothers as
part of the punishment.61 In that same region, ‘good-looking’ Armenian
women and children were abducted to be Turkified or adopted into Kur-
dish households (thus securing the loyalty of tribesmen and villagers
by allowing them to accept Armenians as ‘payment’), but the rest were
burned alive rather than deported.62

But most of the gender-specific abuse took place during the depor-
tations, far removed from the frontline. The deportations constituted
what was widely regarded as a particularly prolonged, grueling, and
humiliating way of killing, a fate that was ‘worse than dying’, i.e., worse
than immediate killing.63 As the marches could drag on for months,
so could the suffering. The deportees, walking barefoot over mountain
passes and through deserts, were regularly clubbed, beaten, whipped,
robbed, sold, abducted, or sexually abused by their guards or by ‘the ruf-
fians of every village through which they passed as the former allowed
the latter to enter the camp of the exiles at night and even distributed
the girls among the villagers for the night’.64 An Armenian woman from
Mush told that 8 to 10-year-old girls were raped in front of the other
deportees and subsequently shot since they could not walk as a conse-
quence of the abuse.65 Sexual violence was quite simply the norm on the
death marches. Still, whether the individual woman or girl was raped,
killed, abducted, or (temporarily) left unmolested could sometimes, as
it has been put, depend on ‘the whim of the moment’.66 Knowing this,
mothers would intentionally keep the faces of their daughters dirty to
make them unattractive and thereby hopefully keep them from being
raped.67 For that same reason, Armenian women, like German women
in 1945 when facing the Soviet Army68 or women in Japanese POW
camps during WWII,69 would apply strategies like cutting their own hair,
wearing ragged clothing and veils, and putting medicine in their eyes to
appear blind.70

Other gender-specific violations on the death marches include the
numerous examples of women giving birth and having to leave their
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infants to die, whether out of exhaustion or desperation, or because they
were ordered to do so by the escorting gendarmes, and the women them-
selves often died of hemorrhages as a consequence of not being allowed
rest or treatment after giving birth.71 A typical report by a German source
on the ‘convoys of exiles’ states that

[t]he girls were abducted almost without exception by the soldiers
and their Arab hangers-on. [ . . . ] The children left behind by the
Armenians on their journey are past counting. Women whose pains
came upon them on the way had to continue their journey without
respite. A woman bore twins in the neighbourhood of Aintab; next
morning she had to go on again. She very soon had to leave the
children under a bush, and a little while after she collapsed herself.
Another, whose pains came upon her during the march, was com-
pelled to go on at once and fell down dead almost immediately. There
were several more incidents of the same kind between Marash and
Aleppo.72

As has been the case with other instances of mass crime,73 there are
also several examples of pregnant women having their wombs opened
to cut out unborn children.74 Helen Fein, paraphrasing Roger W. Smith,
notes on such atrocities that in the history of genocide ‘[c]utting open
pregnant women was a recurrent form of terrorizing display . . . ’.75 Such
‘displays’ are perhaps not only meant to terrorize, but also to symbol-
ize the complete destruction of the victim group, including the most
defenseless and vulnerable. That ‘complete destruction’ was desired by
the CUP was expressed by Interior Minister Talaat Pasha, one of the main
architects behind the genocide: ‘We have been reproached for making
no distinction between innocent Armenians and the guilty, but that was
utterly impossible, in view of the fact that those who were innocent
today might be guilty tomorrow.’76

Also, since bribing guards or villagers was often the only way to
survive – by acquiring food and water, and avoiding or, more likely,
postponing physical abuse or murder77 – Armenian women who had
not been robbed completely before being deported were at times forced
to hide gold coins or other valuables inside their body as a means of
survival.78 A US report based on survivor accounts relates how the exis-
tence of such ‘protection money’ was both necessary and, at the same
time, another potential source of danger and humiliation:

When they came near an Arab village, in that naked state, the Arabs
pitied them and gave them old pieces of clothes, to be covered with.
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Some of the exiles who had money left, bought some clothes. But
there were still some left, who came in that naked state up to the city
of Haleb [Aleppo, MB]. The poor women could not walk for shame,
they were all bent forward. In this naked state they had found some
ways to keep the little money they had. Some kept it in their hair,
some in their mouths and some in their wombs. And when the rob-
bers attacked them, some were clever enough to search for the money
in those secret places and that in a very beastly manner, of course.79

Amidst the horrors and the humiliations, this shows that even though
deportees were fair game, and escape or actual physical resistance was
rarely possible, some still managed to be resourceful by hiding money
in order to be able to buy means of survival for their children or them-
selves. Under the circumstances, it can be argued that resourcefulness
could even include suicide, an option many Armenian women chose by
drowning themselves individually or collectively in rivers. This seems
usually to have been done out of despair, fear, and exhaustion, after sex-
ual abuse, or after having witnessed the murder of relatives.80 According
to Sevart Mikaelian, a deportee from Erzerum, her aunt’s four children
were killed on the march, and when the deportees came to a stream
her aunt could not stand it any longer and managed to drown her-
self despite efforts to save her.81 The women often also faced impossible
choices before or during the marches, like having to choose between
keeping a child that would almost certainly die, or selling or giving it to
a Muslim.82 An example is given by Surpurhi and Diuhi Stefanian, two
sisters from Ismid who were deported on 26 June 1915. Nineteen-year
old Diuhi had a three-year old son, Magreditz, who at some point was
unable to walk any further, and since the mother could no longer carry
or feed him, she tried sell him to local Arabs. As Magreditz clung to his
mother and pleaded not to be sold, Diuhi decided to try to keep him
anyway. But he died after a few days on the road from Osmanieh, while
the other four of the two sisters’ five children died within the next ten
days.83

There are also plenty of examples of altruistic behavior by the depor-
tees, including examples of ‘altruistic suicide’, as when mothers or
grandmothers gave whatever food or water they had to the children, or
when mothers decided to stay and die with their children, rather than
abandoning them.84 But suicide – sometimes mass suicide – could also
be what at least partly seem to be acts of defiance, that is, resistance by
denying the perpetrators the right to decide over body and life of the
victim.85 In such cases the traditional religious notion of suicide as ‘sin-
ful death’ seems to have been replaced by the notion of suicide as an
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heroic act86 – ‘defiant suicide’.87 This ethos of ‘death before dishonour’
is even described (and honored) in some of the many songs about the
genocidal experience sung by Armenian survivors in exile:

Armenian girls going, going!
One day death will come upon us,
Before becoming the enemy’s wife,
Let us find our death in the Euphrates.88

Such songs are comparable to songs or stories celebrating the instances
of armed Armenian resistance or of post-genocidal revenge acts89 in that
they seek to deny or modify the sense of powerlessness of the geno-
cide survivor, instill a sense of personal or national pride, and give some
meaning to a basically meaningless experience. And instead of risking
that violated women would stand as a lone metaphor for not only the
women themselves, but for the ‘ravaged’ or ‘ravished’ Armenian nation
as such (as in the 1919 US motion picture Ravished Armenia based on
genocide survivor Aurora Mardiganian’s account), celebrating or com-
memorating acts of defiance or resistance have resulted in the creation
of a ‘counter-metaphor’.90

Sexual violence on the death marches could take forms in which the
violent elements of the abuse were less direct, and where the victim
managed to preserve some measure of bargaining power. An example is
given by Vahram Touryan who lost most of his family on a death march
from the village of Darman in Eastern Anatolia. As was the rule, Ibosh,
the Turkish gendarme leading the caravan, had orchestrated murderous
attacks en route, in this case by Kurds, but Ibosh was also the person
who ended up rescuing Vahram and his older sister Siroun. When the
caravan reached Palu in the Mamouret-ul-Aziz region, Ibosh was about
to be replaced, and he had decided to abduct Siroun to his father’s house
in the mountains near Harput. Siroun had no choice but to follow, even
though she was engaged to be married. But she strongly insisted that
Vahram should go with them, and the gendarme, wanting to win her
favor, accepted it. The rest of what was left of their family continued
with the caravan and were never seen again.91

Sexual violence – means or end?

Western eyewitnesses like Bergfeld, German consul at Trabzon, did state
that the rapes of Armenian females were part of a plan to exterminate
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the Armenian people.92 This is not unlikely, but contrary to other geno-
cidal campaigns of the twentieth century, the pattern of sexual violence
and other atrocities before and during the death marches seems gen-
erally to have had relatively little ‘practical’, i.e., tactical or strategical,
purpose. It is difficult to state with certainty what the goal(s) were, as
little is known of the overall, local, or individual motives for the sexual
violence during the Armenian genocide. But considering the evidence
at hand, and assuming that the executors were generally no different
from executors of other mass crimes, the main purposes on a local and
individual level are likely to have been sadism;93 gratification by total
domination; symbolic purification (the exorcizing of ‘evil’ through rit-
uals of degradation);94 ‘mutual demonstrations of masculinity’ in the
cases of gang rape;95 and humiliation, intimidation, and dehumaniza-
tion of the immediate victim, the victim’s male relatives, and of the
Armenians as a group (the rape of women as the symbolic rape of a
whole community),96 as most of the women and girls were killed after
the abuse, committed suicide, died, or were at least expected to die
during or after the deportations.

To put it another way, sexual violence during the Armenian genocide
can at least partly be seen as a result of a thoroughly brutalized environ-
ment that left room for local initiatives when it came to the methods
of killing and humiliation, initiatives that satisfied individual needs,
not only for self-gratification but also for variation. Killing and abuse
can become routine, and one way of breaking the monotony, showing
off, or distancing oneself from the act is to invent ‘games’,97 like dur-
ing the Japanese massacre at Nanjing and surrounding areas in 1937,
where killing and gang rape could be viewed as a sport.98 Hagop Der-
Garabedian, a survivor of labor battalions, torture, and imprisonment,
literally described the torture of Armenians by Ottoman soldiers as ‘cre-
ative play’.99 A concrete example is given by the radically pro-Turkish
and anti-Armenian Danish engineer O. A. Rygaard. In 1928–1929 he was
travelling through Anatolia on horseback, encountering the after-effects
of the Armenian genocide. In Sarki Karahissar he had frank conver-
sations with several of the local Turkish men about the massacres of
Armenians there in August 1915: ‘While laughing coarsely they remind
each other about how they then tried to find out how many victims a
single rifle bullet could penetrate. “We managed up till 10”, says one of
them, “but then the Turkish soldier’s rifle is a fine gun”, he adds proudly
and joyfully’.100

Sexual violence during the Armenian genocide was probably primar-
ily a gender-specific way of degrading and killing, and to the extent
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that such abuse was directly and explicitly sanctioned from local or top-
level CUP leadership, it would most likely be for reasons of securing
popular male participation in the extermination process. The constantly
repeated rituals of violence would have helped to create bonds between
the CUP and the general population that they were trying to mobilize.
This would be reminiscent of how the distribution of Armenian wealth
and people was used to secure loyalty. In fact, plunder and rape during
wars and genocide seem in many cases to be phenomena that are inex-
tricably linked to each other.101 If women (as was often the case in the
Ottoman Empire) are basically viewed as chattel, as male property by
soldiers, gangs, or the general population who have been given more or
less explicit permission to live off the land during war and genocide, sex-
ual violence can be seen as a right, as a natural extension of the right to
plunder – rape as ‘the most extreme violation of the domestic interior’,
as it has been put.102

But since most of the battle-age male Ottoman Armenian population
at the time had been killed, and the survivors offered little organized
resistance, it seems less likely that the CUP leadership would be using
sexual violence against Armenian females with a main motive of ‘send-
ing a message’ to a designated enemy, although this rationale as well
as the other rationales mentioned below could have been motivating
factors on a regional and local level.103 Sexual violence seems rather
to have been a completely accepted, often encouraged, ‘by-product’ of
the overall genocidal program. Regardless of whether the Ottoman gov-
ernment or the CUP directly authorized the sexual abuse as a separate
policy or not, it was an integral part of the widespread and system-
atic attacks against a civilian population with the aim of destroying
this population, thus making the sexual abuse genocidal as such. It is
not unlikely, though, that rape, together with the other abuses and the
deprivations of the marches, in some cases was a conscious means of
weakening young women and children, thus preparing them for absorp-
tion into Muslim households (see discussion of the forced assimilation
below).104 But this is still somewhat different from the frequent use of
organized rape as a political strategy and a military weapon in other,
less total, genocidal campaigns, where the ultimate goal is not (or has
not yet developed into) annihilation, but rather the submission, partial
destruction, and/or forced emigration of a group.

The aim of organized rape in such instances is to destroy family ties
and group solidarity; to undermine military morale by inflicting trauma,
humiliation, and fear; to block procreation of the group; and to impreg-
nate women in order to affect the ethnic composition of populations.
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Such crimes are therefore rightly included in the UN Genocide Con-
vention as part of what can constitute the crime of genocide.105 As
Ruth Seifert expresses it, ‘rape is not an aggressive manifestation of
sexuality, but rather a sexual manifestation of aggression’, and when
occurring in a systematic, organized fashion during genocidal cam-
paigns, rape becomes an integrated part of the arsenal of destruction.106

Examples include the Serbian rape camps during the Bosnian geno-
cide,107 the 1971 massive killings and abuses committed by Pakistani
forces against the Bengali population of Bangladesh,108 and the 1914
attempted ‘cleansing’ of Ottoman Greeks from the Aegean littoral dur-
ing the pre-war phase of the CUP campaign of Turkification or ‘ethnic
reconfiguration’109 of the Ottoman Empire. According to Alfred Van der
Zee, Danish Consul at Smyrna (Izmir), in March 1914, the valis (gen-
eral governors) of Smyrna and the nearby regions had made tours of
inspection to the coastal towns and villages, ‘advising’ the local offi-
cials to force the Greek population out, first by economic boycotts, then,
when this did not have the desired effect, by violent persecution: ‘Armed
“Bashibozuks” [state-financed gangs, MB] attacked the Greek popula-
tion, raped the Greek women, killed the children, etc. Finally, the gangs
also violated non-Ottoman citizens’.110

I must underline that the attempt to compare the ways systematic sex-
ual violence has been rationalized, instrumentalized, and carried out by
various perpetrators in various genocidal campaigns is part of an attempt
to clarify the differences and similarities of conceptually related, but his-
torically and geographically distinct events. It is not an attempt to min-
imize or relativize the suffering of one group or individual compared to
that of another group or individual. Such an attempt would be morally
dubious, and the measuring of suffering would be practically impossible
as well as irrelevant for scholarly purposes. What tie these instances of
organized sexual abuse together is that innocent individuals were sys-
tematically violated within the context of larger campaigns of destruc-
tion. For instance, in both the Armenian and Bosnian cases, the abuse
happened after or during a period of what has in a Bosnian context been
called a social production of fear and vengefulness directed against a vic-
tim group,111 and during wars of conquest that were aimed not only at
acquiring territory, but also at creating an ethnically pure Lebensraum for
the preferred group.112 Also, mass violence during these campaigns was
systematically directed against members of groups, a large proportion of
whom shared what one might call traditional, conservative values and
lifestyles. In such groups, sexual violence against women carries a com-
paratively large stigma, as virginity before, and chastity after, marriage is
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not only highly valued, but is a matter of personal, family, and national
honor.113 Thus, all victims from all groups had to suffer the trauma of
not only the personal violations and of the attempted destruction of
their group, but often also of the added trauma of being ostracized by
surviving family members or other members of the group.114

‘Relocation’: The end of the death marches

The remnants of the death marches that actually managed to reach
the area of the Syrian desert found none of the settlements promised
by the government, only enormous, chaotic concentration camps on
open fields,115 and those who were not forcibly assimilated or man-
aged to escape suffered further persecution, killings, and exposure to
diseases and starvation that killed approximately 400,000, culminating
with the outright massacre of some 200,000 survivors in 1916.116 Late
in July 1915, Jackson, American Consul at Aleppo, was informed of the
arrival in the Diarbekir region of a group of more than 1000 Armenian
women and children from Harput. There they were handed over to a
band of Kurds who rode among them, selecting what were deemed to
be the most attractive women, young girls, and children. Some terrified
women tried to resist, thereby agitating the Kurds who killed a number
of the women on the spot. Before carrying off the selected Armenians,
they stripped most of the 300 remaining Armenians and forced them to
continue the march for the next six days through the desert until they
reached Ras-el-Ain in northern Syria, ‘burned to the color of a green
olive, the skin peeling off in great blotches, and many of them carrying
gashes on the head and wounds on the body’, as witnessed by Jackson
himself.117 Practically no subsistence was furnished by the authorities,
which meant that unless surviving deportees could get illegal assistance
from local Muslims or Westerners, or from Armenians in Aleppo who
had not yet been deported,118 they were left to die of fatigue, hunger,
or diseases, or, as was frequently the case, to sell their children to pre-
vent starvation for themselves and their offspring.119 By then, slave trade
of Armenian women, young girls, and children had become a lucra-
tive business for Bedouin and Kurdish tribes in the Arab regions of the
empire.120

Dr Martin Niepage, a German teacher at the German technical school
in Aleppo, witnessed how thousands of deported Armenians, almost
exclusively women and children, were lying dead or dying in the streets
and backyards of the city, or were hidden in the houses of Christians or
of Muslims opposed to the genocide. The deportees did not receive any
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aid from the authorities, and, like other observers, Niepage concluded
that the aim was to destroy the Armenians completely. He and his col-
leagues desperately tried to save as many as possible, but the need was
overwhelming, and Niepage felt that reading fairy tales to his mainly
Armenian pupils or trying to teach them to conjugate verbs was a slap
in the face of true morality and a mockery of human compassion when
the children’s compatriots were starving to death in the near vicinity of
the school.121 Some Armenian females were bought by Europeans from
Turkish soldiers who had raped or gang raped them, and the women
and girls were now all showing signs of severe trauma, like speechless-
ness or delirium, because of the abuse and because they had had to
watch relatives getting their throats cut.122 Gertrude Bell – British trav-
eller, archeologist, and government official – after having interrogated
captured Turkish soldiers about the massacres and abuse of Armenians
at Ras-el-Ain, wrote on the fate of Armenian women that ‘[n]o man can
ever think of a woman’s body except as a matter of horror, instead of
attraction, after Ras al-Ain’.123 The abuse was indeed so frequent and
systematic that H. Hoffmann-Fölkersamb, German Consul at Aleppo,
by late 1915 concluded that rape had become official policy, a fact the
authorities did not even bother to hide.124

Genocide by forced assimilation: Background and rationale

But another fate worse than death had, on the basis of a gender- and age-
specific calculus, been decided for some Armenian children and women
of child-bearing age, in common with other cases of genocide. In fact,
Roger W. Smith contends that genocide has generally affected women
differently from men in at least three ways:

Women have seldom participated directly in genocide, though this
has begun to change in the twentieth century (e.g., in Nazi Germany
and Cambodia); women have been victimized in ways different from
men to a large extent (rape and enslavement); and the consequences
of genocide (incorporation into the perpetrator’s society; or ostracism
of victims of rape, as in Bangladesh) have often been different as well.
All these differences can be explained in terms of: (1) the specific
biological attributes of women (sexuality, reproductive capacity, and
maternity) that historically made them both vulnerable and valuable;
and (2) the assumptions of patriarchal society that women are weak,
dependent, and the sexual property of males, who may appropriate
their bodies, labor, and reproductive power.125
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In the case of the Armenian genocide, a significant number of women
and children – all in all an estimated 100,000–200,000, or between
5 and 10 percent of the whole Ottoman Armenian population –
were, because of their biological attributes, deemed fit to be incor-
porated into what would now be Turkish, not Ottoman, society. As
it has been put, Armenian men were the bearers of ethnicity, while
Armenian women and children were susceptible to assimilation.126

This was not only a consequence of individual abductions, forced
marriages, etc., but of official CUP policy, and was, as Ara Sarafian
states, part of the same genocidal calculus as the massacres, rapes, and
death marches,127 making the Armenian genocide a ‘differentiated pro-
gram’.128 Contemporary Western observers, whether neutral, allied, or
at war with the Ottoman Empire, also concluded that this policy of
forced conversion was one of the methods used to secure the dis-
appearance of the Ottoman Armenians.129 According to W. Spieker,
a German employee at the Baghdad railway, a Turkish commissioner
had related to him in July of 1915 that the authorities no longer
had any survey of the number of women and girls who had been
abducted either, as expressed by the commissioner, ‘by force’ (i.e., with-
out explicit official consent and cooperation) or in agreement with
the government. The commissioner saw this as the fulfillment of a
long-desired plan that had left nine out of ten Armenians dead.130

But even the limited number of converted Armenians worried CUP
leader Talaat, and was at times being further ‘restricted’.131 Thus,
many converted Armenians, including some of those who had been
forcibly converted after the large-scale 1894–1896 massacres of Arme-
nians during the reign of sultan Abdul-Hamid II,132 as well as thousands
of orphaned Armenians originally designated for Turkification, were
killed.133

Sarafian operates with four categories of how Armenians were trans-
ferred, forcibly converted, and absorbed into Muslim households in the
course of 1915–1916:

1) ‘Voluntary’ conversions of individuals in the initial stages of the
1915 persecutions.

2) Selection of individual Armenians by individual Muslim hosts for
absorption into Muslim households.

3) Distribution of Armenians to Muslim families by government
agencies.

4) The use of Ottoman government–sponsored orphanages as a direct
means of assimilating Armenian children.134
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The fact that the disappearance of what was commonly known at
the time as ‘the Armenian race’ was achieved partly by an offi-
cial policy of absorption of Armenians into the Muslim population
is a clear indication that the widespread anti-Armenian sentiments
among CUP leaders and the general population (and, for that mat-
ter, among many contemporary Western observers) were generally not
based on a notion of biological racism, as was the case with the
anti-Semitism of the Nazis.135 There are many similarities between
anti-Armenian sentiments and anti-Semitism – Armenians were even
believed by some to be ‘Jews of the East’, which was not meant as
a compliment.136 But although hatred of Armenians and other Chris-
tians based on the relatively modern concept of eliminatory biological
racism did exist among some influential Young Turks,137 the preva-
lent variant of racism in the Ottoman Empire was based mainly on
ethno-religious hatred: Armenians were believed to be subversive, dis-
loyal, greedy, cunning, infidel, etc., an ‘ethno-religious anomaly’.138

According to Carl Ellis Wandel, the Danish diplomat at Constantinople,
anti-Armenianism was the main ingredient of the general nationalist
xenophobia that the CUP had since 1913 made their leading political
principle.139

This hatred or distrust of ‘cunning’ and ‘treacherous’ Armenians was
a necessary, but not sufficient factor leading to genocide. One also has
to take into consideration the related fact that in 1915, when the World
War was raging, Ottoman Armenians had become completely identi-
fied with the main outer enemy, Russia. As US doctor William S. Dodd
reported from Konia, 15 August 1915:

The Turks here are saying, ‘The Armenians must die and we are send-
ing them down there for that purpose’. The Turks of Konia have been
noted for their mildness and opposition to such measures, but their
temper we can see is changing. The papers are publishing articles
against the Armenians as traitors, as revolutionists, telling of atroc-
ities committed by them in Van, 60,000 Turks killed by them etc,
everything to inflame their minds and poison their thoughts. It is
the same course that I saw at the time of the massacres twenty years
ago [the 1894–96 massacres of Ottoman Armenians, MB].140

Furthermore, Jihad had been declared against ‘infidels’, further inflam-
ing anti-Christian sentiments in the empire,141 and it was also widely
believed that the Turkish nation and Turkish individuals would reap
economical, political, and territorial benefits by getting rid of Armenian
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competition, and the war proved to be the perfect opportunity for such
a project.

These factors were sufficient to mobilize a large portion of the Mus-
lim population for participation in the elimination of the Armenians.
But since ‘Armenianness’ was generally not considered to be based on
biology, elimination could be partly achieved by forced assimilation.
Ethnicity and religion were the principal markers of difference, mak-
ing ‘Armenianness’ to the Turks less indelibly fixed than ‘Jewishness’
would be to the profoundly racist Nazis.142 Both the CUP and the Nazi
genocidal regimes worked toward securing the complete disappearance
of an unwanted group. But for the CUP, annihilation was directed at
all visible traces of Ottoman Armenians and their 3000-year history in
Anatolia and Cilicia, including churches, names of persons and cities,
etc.; they wanted to ‘destroy the Armenian name’ and leave Turkey for
the Turks, as a Turkish official told W. Spieker.143 The Nazis, on the other
hand, wanted even the invisible traces – the allegedly dangerous blood
and genes of first and foremost Jews – to disappear. This also explains the
fact that while it was legally forbidden in Nazi Germany for an ‘Aryan’
to have sexual intercourse with a Jew, there were seemingly no restric-
tions against a Turkish man having sexual intercourse with and even
impregnating an Armenian woman.144

In other words, by changing religion and forgetting or ignoring lan-
guage, cultural background, upbringing, and experiences, including the
extermination of most of one’s fellow Armenians, a limited number
of Armenian females (but generally no Armenian males above the
age of 10–15 years) could, at least theoretically, become Turkish in
every sense of the word. As it has been put, ‘Traditional society in
the Middle East still looked upon women and children as chattel, per-
sons lacking political personality and of transmutable ethnic identity.
The cultural values of children and females could be erased or repro-
grammed. Genetic continuity was a male proposition’.145 In a society
and a time where the more or less rudimentary concepts of ‘race’,
nation, ethnicity, and culture were so closely linked to the concept
of religion, it made sense to many that one could change ‘race’ by
changing religion.146

For example, Yeghsa Khayadjanian from Harput, 15 years old in
1915, recalled that when she and a group of other young Armeni-
ans were given the choice between conversion or death, they were
not asked whether they wanted to become Muslims, but whether they
would ‘become Turks or not?’147 Likewise, Khanum Palootzian tells how
Turkish gendarmes prior to a massacre told Armenian women that
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‘those who want to be Turks can go to the 3 houses on the road
and be saved’.148 What had to be formally changed as well as vio-
lently and systematically suppressed, then, was not only religion, but
also expressions of Armenian language, culture, and even the personal
names of the survivors, whether in private homes, government-run
orphanages, or the public sphere, leaving only the biological ‘raw mate-
rial’ to be systematically Turkified. This is one of the ways in which
the forced assimilations correspond with the more direct sexual vio-
lence of the death marches: in the minds of the perpetrators, neither
assimilation nor rape was a matter of encounters between persons,
but rather of encounters between the person of the perpetrator and
the body of the victim. But the first and most important step of the
forced assimilation process was the conversion to Islam, which, for
women, could only be ratified by immediate marriage to a Muslim
and by the surrender of Armenian children to be brought up as ‘true
Muslims’, with Muslim names in Muslim families.149 Thereby these
Muslim families, by participating in the forced conversions and by
controlling the faith and actions of the converted afterward, became
crucial agents for what amounted to a centrally organized program
of forced assimilation within the grander genocidal design.150 The
Young Turk leaders themselves were often secularists, even atheists,
but they believed that successful Turkification could only be built on
Islamization.

For Armenian boys, the forced conversions could be followed by pub-
lic circumcisions performed by local Muslim clerics.151 Supposedly, this
often-painful and humiliating ritual marked a ‘point of no return’ in
the conversion from being a Christian Armenian to becoming a Mus-
lim Turk. Sarkis Saroyan, four years of age in 1915, even remembered
that the ‘excised piece of flesh’ was dried in the sun and kept as a
proof of his becoming a Muslim and a Turk.152 Naturally, conversion
to avoid persecution or destruction was not a desirable option as it
evoked fears of divine punishment and social exclusion among the usu-
ally very religious Armenians, where martyrdom, not surrender, was
highly valued.153 But as the examples show, they had little choice. That
choice, however, was far from always offered; in fact, the authorities
often turned down desperate requests to convert, preferring to have the
Armenians killed.154 Missionaries Wedel-Jarlsberg and Elvers witnessed
and describes just how desperate the situation was for the surviving
Armenian women in Erzinjan, telling about a woman shouting to them
in the street that, ‘We want to become Muslims. We want to become
Germans, whatever you want, just save us, they are about to take us
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to Kemagh and slit our throats’.155 Dr Niepage relates that in some
instances, Armenian adults were allowed, as a means of saving their
lives, to apply to local administrations for the right to convert, only
to see the application being rejected by officials who answered that ‘reli-
gion is not something to be toyed with’. They preferred to have the
applicants killed, but according to Niepage they first wanted to humil-
iate the Armenians and their European benefactors.156 On the other
hand, when a sincere choice was offered of applying for an erzuhal, a
petition for religious conversion,157 many other Armenians chose death
rather than conversion.158

According to some contemporary Western observers, one of the rea-
sons that the CUP in some instances preferred conversion to murder
was that some of the perceived ‘racial’ traits of Armenians were deemed
desirable if somehow disassociated from any actual ‘Armenianness’, i.e.,
from any visible manifestation of anything ‘Armenian’. Henry Mor-
genthau, US ambassador at Constantinople, stated regarding the forced
assimilation of Armenian females that,

[t]he most beautiful and healthy Armenian girls could be taken,
converted forcibly to Mohammedanism, and made the wives or con-
cubines of devout followers of the Prophet. Their children would
then automatically become Moslims and so strengthen the Empire,
as the Janissaries had strengthened it formerly. These Armenian girls
represent a high type of womanhood and the Young Turks, in their
crude, intuitive way, recognized that the mingling of their blood with
the Turkish population would exert a eugenic influence upon the
whole.159

That the often Western-educated Young Turks, according to Morgenthau,
were thinking in rudimentary terms of eugenics could indicate that they
were not foreign to the modern ideas of human beings as divided into
a hierarchy of biologically defined races, and of ‘certain social behav-
iors as reflective of a transgenerational, immutable biological or cultural
constitution, either of a superior or a degenerative nature’.160 The view
that the Turkish authorities somehow appreciated the Armenian ‘gene
pool’ is also expressed by an Armenian survivor and by US missionary
Mary Graffam.161

Whatever the reason, the authorities did organize special orphan-
ages for the direct assimilation of Armenian children.162 Also, on a
local level, it was sometimes realized that in times of war, with many
Muslim men serving in the army, the local population needed cheap
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or free labor – shepherds, servants, farmhands – which could be pro-
vided by Armenian women and children distributed by the authori-
ties.163 Danish missionary Hansine Marcher stated in a 1916 testimony
that

[i]n the Turkish villages agricultural work was being largely carried on
by the Armenian women and children, who had been handed over
to the Moslem peasants by the authorities. Sister [Marcher, MB] saw
quantities of them everywhere, practically in the condition of slaves.
They were never allowed to rest in peace, but were constantly chivied
about from one village to another.164

In Diarbekir, in the early spring of 1916, Marcher encountered some
of the few surviving Armenians of the city, a number of children liv-
ing as servants and slaves, with Turkish names and speaking only
Turkish.165 But generally, the CUP were reluctant to accept exemptions
from physical destruction, even though the economy, the interna-
tional prestige, and the war effort suffered severely as a conse-
quence.166

There is nothing unique in the way religion and ethnicity or ‘race’
could become interchangeable in the Ottoman Empire. When compared
to the Holocaust, where a modern, dominant ideology of extreme bio-
logical anti-Semitism ruled out conversion or assimilation as a means of
survival, in the case of the Armenian as well as the Bosnian genocide,
ideologies based on ethno-religious hatred both incited murder and, to
a limited extent, also provided paths of survival, even where ethno-
religious affiliation had started to be viewed as a modern ‘racial’ marker.
As Michael Sells describes it, in the Balkans, Croat and Serb nationalists
to this day still refer to Bosniaks – Slavic Muslims – as Turks, even though
they share language, tribal descent, and cultural and physical traits with
their Christian neighbors. The idea behind the notion of Slavs changing
‘race’ and becoming Turks is that conversion to Islam is actually Turkifi-
cation, a ‘racial’ or ethno-religious transformation. In this view, Slavs are
not and cannot be Muslims, and conversion, whether voluntary or not,
equals betrayal of not only religion, but of ‘race’ and culture.167 Also,
in the imagination of some Serbs and Bosniaks, women, whether Chris-
tian or Muslim, are basically incubators who secure the reproduction of
male genes, meaning that through rape, Muslim and Serbian women
could give birth to ‘pure’ Serbian and Muslim children, respectively.168
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Forced assimilation as a practical experience

In reality, for an Armenian to go through the required motions of
becoming a Turk did not mean that he or she at any point of time
truly accepted ‘reprogramming’. That depended on various factors, age
being seemingly the most important one: younger children tended to
completely forget about native tongue, religion, and national or ethnic
identity, while older Armenians tended to maintain at least parts of their
‘Armenianness’ and to remember the murder of their close relatives.
Often, older children also tried to escape.169 Nor was this ‘reprogram-
ming’ necessarily truly accepted by ethnic Turks, Kurds, or Arabs. Many
who were forcibly converted and placed in Muslim households were not
being assimilated or treated as equals at all, but as servants or slaves. The
story of the Armenian girl, Hansa, illustrates this. She lost all her rela-
tives in 1915 when she was six, and was abducted by Bedouins where
she was not treated as ‘one of their own’, but was abused and had to
steal bread from the Beduin children she was looking after. She escaped
several times, only to fall into the hands of other abusers.170 Many con-
verts did not even speak Turkish, and were still considered to be gâvur,
i.e., infidel, as was the case with another young Armenian girl:

Initially I was with a Turkish family where the man had two wives.
One of them had children and the other did not. The wife without
children used to take care of me, but the other was envious, saying
that she was taking care of a gâvur, taking the food away from her
own children. The man being the cause of the strife between them
[the two women] took me to another house. Here the woman was
paralyzed and very thin. She had a child and couldn’t take care of
her. So I was to do all the chores around her. I was so young myself
and didn’t understand her language [Turkish].171

It is also in the survivor testimonies that one can get an idea of the orga-
nized nature of the assimilations, with Ottoman bureaucracy, police,
judiciary, and clergy being involved in the approval of forced marriage,
conversion, and adoption, keeping accounts of these official acts, com-
piling lists of those who were to be deported, adopted, or converted,
etc.172 In Sivas, nine-year old Henry Vartinian, his widowed mother, and
his four siblings had survived 1915 by being protected by an influential
Turkish friend, Ali Effendi, who eventually had to tell the family that
he could no longer hide them as he would be hanged if the authorities
learned about his actions. He advised the Vartinians that they could only
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survive by converting, which the mother, a devout Christian, refused at
first; but Ali told her that the alternative would be that her children
would be killed in front of her and that she would be forced to marry
a Turk. Left with such a choice, she decided to convert, but only ‘exter-
nally’, remaining Christian in secret. Conversion required that they all
went to a judge in the city council, denounced their faith, and declared
their adherence to Islam. They were then given new names (Henry Var-
tanian became Abdul Rahman oghlu Assad) and outward symbols (fez
and turban), got registered with the authorities, and were issued new
identity papers. The boys were circumcised by a Muslim cleric and went
to a Turkish school, but were still harassed by ethnic Turkish boys who
called them dönme, ‘turncoats’.173

Concluding remarks

Early in 1916 US missionary Frederick W. MacCallum wrote a letter from
Tiflis (now Tbilisi, Georgia) describing the conditions and experiences of
Armenian refugees in the area:

I heard a great many stories of individual suffering – men flayed alive,
hacked to pieces with axes, starved to death, buried alive, burned
to death, starved to death in holes of indescribable filth, of women
outraged in the most cruel and disgusting manner, pregnant women
ripped open, breasts cut off, delicate, refined young women com-
pelled to travel day after day perfectly naked, innumerable cases of
women being forced into Moslem harems; of children also tortured
and killed in the most brutal manner. But all I have seen myself are
some of the effects of this treatment, scars, sickness, insanity, fright,
desperation, hatred, desire for revenge on the Turks, etc.174

Niall Ferguson states that ‘[i]t would certainly be simplistic to regard
raping women as a form of violence indistinguishable in its intent
from shooting men.’175 As this study has aimed to show, this is true
regarding the Armenian genocide. There is ample evidence that the
destruction of the Ottoman Armenians was characterized by distinct
gendered aspects, not least the particular timing and the methods of
killing women and children, that females were subjected to massive,
systematic sexual abuse, and that a number of women and children
were allowed to survive as Muslim Turks. Also, while the context and
exact execution of the violence against Armenian females makes this
case in some ways a particular phenomenon in the history of sexual
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abuse during mass violence, the experiences – separation of families,
rape, starvation, dehumanization, forced assimilation, etc., all within
the context of an exterminatory scheme carried out during a war –
are of profoundly universal importance. The violence against Armenian
women during WWI, as well as the immediate and long-term effects
of this violence (subjects that fall outside the scope of this paper), is
a phenomenon that deserves far more attention than it has already
received, not least because it can in meaningful, illuminating ways
be compared to other instances of large-scale, systematic sexual vio-
lence during war and genocide, and used in conceptual discussions
aimed at analyzing causes, modes, and, ideally, prevention of such
events.
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