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3. Causes of the genocide

The genocide of the Ottoman Armenians was the result of three important factors: the loss of 
the Balkan War and territory in 1912-1913, the coup by the Young Turks of 23 January 1913, and 
the start of the First World War.
 On 17 October 1912, Serbia, Montenegro, Greece and Bulgaria declared war on the Ottoman 
Empire. The Ottoman army was unprepared and ill-equipped to fight. Following the Bulgarian 
offensive in November 1913, the Ottoman army retreated to the trenches 30 kilometres west 
of Istanbul. The attack was repelled and the capital Istanbul remained under Ottoman control. 
Further fighting led to the complete and permanent loss of the Balkan Peninsula. The Treaty of 
London, signed on 30 May 1913, was regarded as a watershed for the Ottoman Empire. It had a 
deep and traumatic impact on Ottoman society. The loss of major Ottoman cities, personal pos-
sessions and human life, and the dismay regarding the inadequacy of the army had wounded the 
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62 series of sessions commenced on 5 February 1919 and the tribunal’s final sitting took place on 
9 February 1920. Soldiers, eyewitnesses, politicians and Muslim clerics were questioned and 42 
official and authenticated documents (telegrams, memoranda, declarations, letters and cross-
examinations) were unearthed and presented as evidence. The main charge was ‘deportation 
and murder’ (tehcir ve taktil) implicating the entire cabinet including the ministers, the army 
and the CUP as a political party. The court’s final verdict, handed down on 5 July 1919, was 
that the Young Turk government had engaged in a systematic attempt to bring about the 
total destruction of the Armenian people. The entire leadership of the CUP was sentenced to 
death in absentia. However, the perpetrators escaped justice because they had fled abroad and 
because the Young Turks returned to power under Mustafa Kemal Atatürk in 1923, driving out 
the surviving Armenians.29

 
Even though the genocide took place almost 100 years ago and all the persons involved have 
since died, the Armenian genocide continues to play an important role in present-day interna-
tional politics. The Armenian genocide has left a lasting legacy. From the 1960s the Armenian 
diaspora worldwide has called for recognition and a public discussion of the genocide. The 
response of succeeding Turkish governments has been one of denial and trivialisation. This 
politics of denial can be largely traced back to the pamphlet published by Talaat in 1916. Ac-
cording to supporters of this theory, ‘only’ 300,000 Armenians were killed; the Armenians were 
guilty of collective high treason against the state; the deportation was a preventative measure 
of the state to evacuate Armenians from war zones and there was never any question of sys-
tematic and deliberate killing, let alone anti-Armenian persecution. 
 The surviving family members of the victims felt deeply insulted by these politics of denial, 
which prompted a violent response from Armenian nationalists in the 1970s. Two terrorist or-
ganisations shot and killed dozens of Turkish diplomats, leading to a denial by the Turks in even 
stronger terms. 
 After the fall of the Soviet Union, the Armenian Republic had no diplomatic contact with 
Turkey. American and Swiss attempts at reconciliation stranded on mutual mistrust and hatred. 
The Turkish-Armenian border remains firmly closed, which has a highly negative impact on 
the local economy. Moreover, Turkey’s entry into the European Union depends in part on the 
reopening of this border, which in turn also depends on the acknowledgement of the genocide. 
Time does not always heal: the Armenian genocide is still a key problem in Armenian-Turkish 
relations. 
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Genocide Memorial, Yerevan
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