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Anidzial Dariner (1914-1919) [Accursed Years (1914-1919)] is Yervant
Odian’s narrative about his own ordeal as an exile to the Syrian deserts. It was
serialized in Jamanak in Constantinople after the Great War.' He reported in a
journalistic form, hence in a quick and accumulative way, about the various ill-
treatments he witnessed and sometimes experienced on his deportation road
but also some of his remembered inner thoughts and some of his feelings. For
various reasons, he remained most of the time a relatively privileged deportee
and could observe his fellow Armenian deportees, men and women.

His text is a valuable testimony, from inside, about the destruction of Otto-
man Armenians. Its recent publication as a volume in independent Armenia is
no random event.2 Whatever its documentary worth may be, this is also a com-
plex text despite or maybe because of the acknowledged casualness of style. Its
complexity is at best illustrated by the many, more or less intentional, self-
critical elements it contains and some slight contradictions in his appraisal of
the situation. These concern especially his status as a man, a Constantinopoli-
tan, and even as an Armenian. In the following paragraphs, | reflect on Odian’s
rendered perception of women in his autobiographical text, and more generally
about the gender articulation within the Ottoman Armenian population during
his deportation, for the fundamental® social arrangement between masculinity
and feminity was both enacted and also endangered by the genocidal deporta-
tion. /

LITERATURE AND HISTORY

| use here a literary, autobiographical text as a source for thoughts pertain-
ing to social sciences. My main focus is how a famous man perceived the con-
dition of women (and more generally the gender issue) during those crucial
years for Ottoman Armenians and how he, explicitly or implicitly, rendered this
in his text. Relations between literature and social sciences have been under
scrutiny lately. The all too clear-cut divisions between works of fiction and texts
produced after scientific procedures are worth questioning. Social sciences and
history may silence whole areas of human experience if they ignore literary
works as traces and expressions of subjective individual elaborations and also
of collective cultural phenomena.* Moreover autobiographical writings have a
special status within literature. Autobiography does pretend to special links with
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“reality”. Odian formulates, in the epilogue of TI_1e Accursed Years, the autobi-
ographical pact that Philippe Lejeune has theorized.® Though not a complete
autobiography, Odian’s text invites to a referential pact: “[Such texts] pretend
to deliver information about a ‘reality’ outside of the text, and to sustain a test
of verification. Their aim is not the mere likelihood but the resemblance to the
true.”®

In this endeavor, | aim at re-introducing subjectivity in the realm of histori-
ans. Their objects are not only figures, dates, and great names but also emo-
tional persons, individuals with their own plans, feelings, thoughts, behaviors
and body.” Gender is a subtle and omnipresent dimension of human existence.
It is often regulated by non-articulated habits and conventions that naturalize
the issue, conferring on gendered social articulations the obviousness of bio-
logical sexual differences. Scrutinizing an autobiographical text about gender,
in this case the deportation memoires of Odian, enables the reader to seize the
norms the author used to evaluate the situations he describes and to take into
account the dissonances between what he saw and what he expected to see.
The author is himself a gendered instance and has to integrate with the gen-
dered social grammar of his time in this critical era. Odian is discreet but not
neutral. Some people and some cases interested him more than others. As a
successful Western Armenian writer, he offered us, as far as we can decipher,
his writings from his point of view, a then socially acceptable way to take a
position in gender articulation. His personal status of unmarried man is of heu-
ristic value, since he often had to deal with the question. Thus, the text offers
an intimate view into the anthropological history of the late Ottoman Empire,
especially into the history of gender articulation, as far as norms and norm
transgressions were concerned.

ODIAN’S SOCIAL AND NARRATIVE STANCE

In order to define the relevance of Odian’s remarks, especially about women
he encountered, related with or simply observed on his deportation road, one
has to bear in mind precisely how Odian was located in late Ottoman society
and how he defined himself in his text. Before concentrating on Odian proper,
some traits of the pluralistic Ottoman society are to be recalled.

It is still taboo among most Armenians (Greeks would stand in no contrast)
to discuss the former proximity between Ottoman Armenians and their Muslim
sdrroundings, their integration at most levels of society and certainly not only
as rural producers exploited by Kurdish tribesmen or Turkish pashas,® but also
as the most acclaimed and officially revered architects (the Balian family)®, ma-
jor statesmen (Krikor Odian, Noradounghian), men of letters (Gilli Agop’s pa-
ternity of the first Turkish theater plays, Vartan Pasa’s authorship of the first
novel in Turkish, Akabi Hikayesi,)"°. However, this proximity could not but have
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deep consequences on a general anthropological level for what is to be ex-
pected from an adult male and an adult female. Photographs of Armenian ur-
ban notables, of Ottoman Armenian peasants and even, cruelly enough, of Ar-
menian deportees — and that, too, is the case of Ottoman Christian Orthodox,
as a quick look at the photographs of Elia Kazan’s extended family on Ottoman
soil that are included in his autobiography amply prove - bewilder contempo-
rary Westerners, have they an Armenian background or not, by the obvious
familiarity they display with the Muslim neighbors.

My own observations of family life within an Aleppo Armenian family have
convinced me of the anthropological continuum in many, and possibly most,
moral, social, cultural and political representations among most Aleppo inhab-
itants, despite the emphatically marked boundaries between groups.” In fact
these boundaries must be elaborated and constantly emphasized, given the
perception of proximity as a threat to the perpetuation of one’s group, which
is considered the core of humanity. Religion, certainly causing certain differ-
ences, is loaded with an overwhelming meaning that everyday life stealthily but
steadily contests, for who wants to perceive that. Oppositions, potential conflicts
are certainly present but Near Eastern pluralistic society does or did function
too, implying the sharing of a minimal - possibly rather large - social syntax.
These similarities, this uncomfortable closeness, is from time to time acknowl-
edged even by Armenian nationalists if they cannot control their words. For
instance, it is generally thought impossible, for an odar (the word for any out-
sider) and a word with a heavily negative connotation, to be fluent in Armenian.
At times when the group feels on its own, away from unwelcome foreign eyes
and ears, such language is used.

Ayse Saracgil’s book on masculinity in the late Ottoman Empire and early
Turkish Republic is legitimately surprising for the reader familiar with the his-
tory of Western Armenians and/or the remnants of the Anatolian Armenian
society to be found mostly in Syria and Lebanon." Although explicit Quranic
references are not relevant in the Armenian context, tacit social common sense
and, at a more explicit level, a highly ideologized conception of human nature
may function the same compelling way in order to justify practices similar to
those of Muslim neighbors. Ottoman Christian masculinity may have had more
traits in common with Muslim standards than usually acknowledged. | would
extend Bernard Heyberger’s conceptions about a common culture on the Arab
Lands to the inhabitants of the Ottoman heartlands. Putting the emphasis on
the religious fragmentation only prevents us from understanding the very pos-
sibility of such societies, at least until the abolition of the legal status of the
zimmi,"* that is, in the Ottoman case starting from the 1839 Giilhane Edict and
ending in 1908 with the restoration of the Constitution.
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In this framework of references, | place Odian’s status as a male deportee,
fortunately enough a belated one. The fact that he was not a married man
contradicts the Ottoman common social syntax. An accomplished adult male
has to have his own family.’ His older age provides him, though, with a higher
status in this society.'s Odian makes remarks about the beauty of a Greek ado-
lescent while he hardly mentions anything comparable about women."” Odian’s
stance towards Armenian women, or rather that of his fellow-Armenian males,
who consider them as their national belonging to be protected from the outside
world as soon as possible, reflects on the shift in the meaning of gender rela-
tions. This shift in female status took place everywhere in the region since
motherhood made women crucial to the construction of the nation in that part
of the world."® :

Odian was a member of an influential and highly educated Ottoman Arme-
nian family. His father was an Ottoman consul, and Odian would experience at
an early age life in foreign countries. His family’s library and cultural standards
made him a perfect speaker of French and a fine connoisseur of Armenian
written culture.'® He, according to his own avowal, never mastered written Ot-
toman Turkish, while, of course, fluently speaking that language.?® Odian was
a journalist at one of the most read Armenian-language newspaper of Constan-
tinople, Jamanak — which is still published today - and belonged, therefore, to
the intellectual élite of his community, particularly targeted from April 1915
onward. The newspaper had, at that time, some connections with the Armenian
Revolutionary Federation, a party allied to the Committee of Union and Pro-
gress from 1908 onward. The ARF is especially renowned for its nationalist
orientations, despite its proclaimed socialist color. However, Jamanak was in-
dependent and no revolutionary newspaper. Moreover, despite the fact that
Odian was not a personality openly involved in politics, he already had in 1915
a past as an Armenian exile (between 1896 and 1908) under Abdulhamit. For
some Armenians even, he never took clear enough political stances,? but for a
repressive Ottoman regime, he was all too involved in satirical criticism.

Odian was arrested in late August 1915 (old style)? after a period of hiding
in the capital city. The possibility of going undercover and being deported with
some delay was a major privilege largely due to his social standing and profes-
sional connections. This increased his chances of survival and, besides, his
chances to write his text and bear testimony. After his arrest he was deported
at'first by train from Haydar Pasa Station to Eregli and then by carriage and
eventually had to walk until his last destinations, Der Zor and even further El
Boussera in the Syrian Desert. The text Odian wrote on his return to the Otto-
man capital at the end of 1918 offers us a panorama of what an inside observer
could perceive of the genocidal process with, however, a slight but necessary
distance from the main events. This distance was a sine qua non for writing this
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text. Had he been deported with the first groups from Constantinople on April
24", 1915, most probably he would not have survived.Z The reader has most
of the time the impression that Odian arrived slightly after the main scenes of
violence took place. The simultaneity with his fellow Armenians’ fate was
reestablished only in Der Zor in 1917, where he himself came close to death by
exhaustion and ill-treatment. His manifold distance maintained towards most of
the deportees was of an ambivalent nature.

Odian painstakingly insisted on his status as a political exile from Constanti-
nople, in order to maintain a distinction between himself and the mass of de-
portees from the provinces, at least before entering Syria.? There was certainly
snobbism in this behavior as a Constantinopolitan, a quality he identifies on
many occasions in his text with higher civilization per se.? There were major
divides among Ottoman subjects: to be or not to be from Constantinople was
certainly an important one. It was able to abolish ethno-religious barriers and
erect some within supposedly homogeneous millet. But Odian’s almost childish
insistence also illustrates that this status fostered the hope that the exile would
not end the same way as most deportations, which led inescapably towards
some form of death. Perhaps a new decision about his personal case was still
possible, and he could go back to Constantinople. Odian never mentioned an-
other long-term perspective in his narrative. His acquaintance with foreign
countries, which is a recurrent theme in the text, never incites him to envisage
anything different from a return to his home city. The declaration of independ-
ence of Caucasian Armenia is no exception, although Odian and his unfortu-
nate companions certainly were happy about that late development, after most
Ottoman-Armenians had already died.

Odian’s distance from other deportees was established too by his status as
a renowned-intellectual among Armenians. Wherever he had to go, he could
rely on the sympathy of fellow Armenians. As a satirical writer and a renowned
journalist, he was esteemed by many people, especially among the élite and
youth. He could benefit from respect and spontaneous help during his jour-
ney.” His political dedication was not such that he would be immediately asso-
ciated with a political party and thus rejected by sympathizers of the other. But
on the other hand, Odian could not expect to remain anonymous, which could
turn dangerous. His former position though, as a journalist at Jamanak, often
aroused suspicion on the part of local Ottoman agents on the deportation
road.” He could also be easily denounced by the many Armenians ready to
collaborate with Ottoman officials in their destructive task.?

ARTICULATING GENDER
Gender is a major theme in Odian’s text, whether as the focus of some
passages about the virtue of women, a favorite topic from the beginning to the
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end of the text that the author developed in many contexts, about women of
various ethno-religious backgrounds, or as an implicit, possibly silenced, cate-
gory of narration. When Odian writes about men, the cate.gory is mostly taken
for granted, as if men’s life and behavior were not determined by their gender
but were of general, universal interest. In late Ottoman society, distinct spheres
were assigned to the two main groups: men and women.*° Even if these spheres
were being partially questioned and changing in the 19" century,® especially
because of collective concern about the education of women, who were sup-
posed to become mothers of good Armeniap youth, segregation, in different
degrees, between genders was a major fact for all human groups in the Otto-
man Empire.*? But still, the war itself and the genocidal deportation of the Ot-
toman Armenians disturbed the social arrangement between men and women
in the Empire. With Odian’s narrative, one can argue that the two categories
are deeply jeopardized in that crucial time. Not only was the physical integrity
of the group threatened, but the anthropological system of meanings and values
was crushed by daily life in those extreme situations.>

Odian himself had also a slightly ambivalent status, as far as his own gender,
or at least the gender of his autobiographical narrative instance, was con-
cerned. As an Armenian male, who belonged to a-famous Ottoman Armenian
family, it should have been his role to marry and have children once an adult,
which he never did. His status excluded him from men’s, if not outright, social
normality, at least from the classical masculine fulfillment pattern. He was
aware of that and even tried to conceal his bachelorhood in order to gain some
credit with an Ottoman official.* His being alone could be an unexpected asset,
though, because he had to care for other people on the road and also knew he
would be more mobile and, therefore, able to escape if need be.*®

His profession and his social life inserted him into a highly homo-social en-
vironment, where the presence of women was exceptional. This was a usual
Ottoman pattern, where politics, trade, army and, though to a lesser degree,
formal education were exclusively masculine domains even at the beginning of
the 20™ century. This is also an environment that Odian was prompt in recre-
ating when possible, that is, as soon as he benefited from a period of relative
calm like in Hama, in Der Zor, or in Sultaniye.* The point is that for an un-
married man, the chance of socializing with women was then minimal. As a
matter of fact, the women who appear to be the closest to him in this text are
his mother and their maid in Constantinople. His situation was therefore similar
to that of higher Armenian clergymen, who were not allowed to marry in ac-
cordance with their ecclesiastical regulations.” Some Armenian Archbishops
he met during his exile were deported with their mother or sister, at least at
the beginning of their ordeal.?® Odian’s mother managed to visit him when he
was imprisoned in the old city, Istambul, before being deported to the Syrian
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lands.”” Although they were no equal partners in ordinary life, Armenian
women quite a few times take on the aura of beings of the utmost courageous
under extreme circumstances.

In the first pages of his narrative, Odian describes the end of normal times
in embattled Constantinople under the aegis of the CUP. The capital city he
reminded his readers of was mostly his all-male professional milieu: Krikor
Zohrab, Aram Andonian, Hrand Samouel, Teotig, Puzant Qetchian, Dr. Torko-
mian, his colleague, Nerses Tchagerian and his boss at Jamanak, Sarkis Efendi
Kotchunian, just to name a few who are recurrent figures in his text. On the
other hand, in his narrative there are no women whom he considers or ad-
dresses as equals, while a careful reader can establish a long list of males
evoked with sympathy, respect and even deference. This list of personal likings
would cross ethno-religious barriers: Arabs, Turks, Greeks, et al. are evoked,
even if as a minority, with the main group of reference being Armenians. The
brutalized life in the Ottoman Empire was of concern first to all young men. At
the beginning of the text, young males of any ethno-religious group are afraid
of being drafted on the street and stay at home. The anguish is shared by all
Ottoman subjects in the same age category.“’ What soon happened specifically
for the Armenians in Constantinople was that bachelors who originally had
come from the provinces were to immediately leave the capital. Gender and
marital status made a difference in survival chances.* (It is a half-truth then to
maintain that people in the capital city were not concerned by the genocide.)

The harshness of the treatment imposed on Ottoman Armenians was soon
to deprive targeted men of some characteristics of their male status. Some
family heads were reduced to crying in the open, which was against the social
norm in the Ottoman domains.*

There is in’the whole text no trace of deep personal, special interest towards
any feminine figure on the part of Odian. Ethics, a clear dislike of exposing very
personal matters, and the format in which the piece was published, that is, a
serial in a widely read newspaper, may have prevented Odian from statements
considered indecent, though one can hardly imagine that the three and a half
years of his ordeal were without moments of closeness, desire of being close
or outright sexual desire. One of the few mentions that resemble some special
liking between Odian and a woman is that relating to Dirouhi Djighilian, who
visited him in the prison in Aleppo where he was detained, while no one else
would dare to pay him a visit.** However, she acquires in the text the dimension
of national, though discreet, resistance and nothing emphasizes her woman-
hood. Quite to the contrary, Odian felt no restraint in expressing his admiration
of some men’s faces or physiques, even if by doing so he meant to underline
the contrast between the good-looking face of an Ottoman officer and the lat-
ter’s terrible schemes.* Despite this narrative coolness towards women, which
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may have been motivated by deep psychological reasons or simply social con-
ventions, Odian often evoked the situation of women, most of them Armenians
but not always, on his odyssey through Ottoman territory.

It would be difficult to find in Odian’s book many traces of an awareness of
a change of relation between genders. Since his main partners of social, intel-
lectual, and, possibly, affectionate interactions are men, one can hardly infer
from the text what Victoria Rowe describes and analyses. She finds the emer-
gence of Armenian women as active partners in Armenian script culture and
also in the very ideological life of the group th§t had been exclusively dominated
by male voices until the emergence of nationalism, which provided some women
with the opportunity. to enter the arena of public exchange of thoughts. Odian
seems to have remained indifferent to “debates about women’s place in mod-
ern society”, prior to his deportation.*> Rowe’s evocation of literary salons and
other spaces of intellectual contacts between men and women does not fit with
Odian’s text, underlining his avoiding such experierices or the irrelevance of
such a context for him when writing, back in Istanbul, about his deportation,
which, in turn, emphasizes his lack of interest. He writes about deported and
other women, considering them from an external point of view, and there are
no hints either to previous intellectual companionship or private affection with
women in Constantinople in times of peace.

Odian’s many remarks about women on his deportation road do not herald
any voluntary change in his own or in his community’s stance towards women
after the war. He concludes his long talk with the young Armenian lady on the
train back to Constantinople, and shortly gives way to doubts and some chal-
lenging questions about the legitimate means of survival Armenian women had
to use. He writes classical negative judgmental sentences that uncompromis-
ingly posit Armenian women as pure and purely national beings or exclude
them from the community of Armenians, that is, in the last analysis, of relevant
people. One would search in vain in Odian’s text for lines about the dedication
of women to the collective survival, such as those written by Zabel Yessayian:
“One must recognize the simple dedication of ed d women, most of whom

bandoned a life of well-being and pleasure, and who did not hesitate to stay
months and years in forsaken corners of the world, deprived of everything,
sharing the misery of their charges and doing all of this with patience and
cheerful simplicity. ™

GENDERED DESTRUCTION OF THE OTTOMAN ARMENIANS
The fate of Ottoman Armenians was a gendered issue. The Ottoman elimi-
nation of the Armenians was strikingly efficient; it made the distinction between
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men and women instrumental in destroying the group. Male and female Arme-
nians were indeed likely to live or die in a different manner during those Ac-
cursed Years.

Men were, most of the time, slaughtered right away. The conscription that
was established after the Young Turks’ revolution in 1908, ironically enough a
step towards legal equality between Muslim and non-Muslim Ottoman subjects,
helped weaken Armenian families. Deprived of males, that is of their main
source of income, but also of their representatives in the outside world, women
and children were unlikely to pose any significant resistance to the state’s au-
thority, even though it was murderous towards its own “nationals”.*” Local Ar-
menian grandees: schoolmasters, priests, main traders, everyone who could
have had some authority over the group, were usually murdered before depor-
tation started. However, it would be a mistake to see the treatment of Ottoman
Armenians as a process identical to the Shoah. The Ottoman Empire was not
as rigorous as the Third Reich would be a few decades later. Odian reported
about an all-male caravan of deportees from Caesaria that arrived in Hama,
which he singled out as a unique case.*® Even if common patterns are noticea-
ble, it is always possible to find occurrences that do not fit in with that most
common pattern.

Odian’s conclusive remark on the topic, made on his way back to Constan-
tinople in late 1918, was: “Where were the young men? Where had they re-
mained? They had been either martyred in the amele taburu or massacred in
the deserts.”*® During the whole narrative, Odian regularly underlines the fem-
inine demographic surplus at his different stopovers on his deportation road.
Armenian survivors, if adult, were likely to be women. It was a striking fact he
remarked very early on his deportation road. On his way to the Syrian lands,
as soon as Eskisehir, where he saw his first camp of deportees, he noticed that:
“the majority [of the deportees] were women, children and old people”.*° Yet
Armenian women, like women of other ethno-religious groups in the Ottoman
context, were not supposed to live isolated. One should consider that survival
took place in an abnormal context, where individuals were likely to be cut off
from relatives and acquaintances of normal times.

ISOLATED WOMEN

Women were all of a sudden responsible for the remaining members of the
family: small children and elderly people depended on them. After their depar-
ture they were compelled to manage the few assets taken with them, and then
beg, or work, if offered the possibility, in order to survive. This was certainly
not ideal in Ottoman society, in which women would stay at home and take care
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of domestic chores. On the other hand, as subordinate beings, Armenian
women could from time to time escape the custody of their Muslim masters, if
the opportunity was offered. Nobody really cared about them.®!

During the genocidal deportation, Armenian women could no more rely on
the solidarity of their group nor on that of their surviving kin. If she was en-
dangering the whole group, an individual, woman or not, would be expelled
from a collective tent and abandoned to her fate, which would mean inescapa-
ble death. Odian’s text resembles Andonian’s short stories in In those Dark
Days. But, unlike the latter, the former did not focus on each scene he evoked.
He wrote a longer journalistic report accumulating many quick scenes which
Andonian did not intend to do. In Sebil, Odian saw a young woman agonizing
in a dirty hole dug in the mud close to the tents. Sacrificing the ill young woman
could save the other five persons in the tent, while keeping her in the group
without medicine would endanger the whole party, exposing it to contamina-
tion. Odian, who first had a judgmental attitude towards what he was witness-
ing: “What a disgusting thing!”, simply ran away when he was informed of the
necessary calculation of the woman’s brother-in-law, making an apology: “For-
give me for what | told you before.”>?

In general, no special treatment was to be expected by the weak, neither
from the targeted group nor from the perpetrators. Odian repeatedly testifies
that Ottoman officials completely lacked mercy towards elderly people, even
elderly Armenian women. About his deportation road from Aleppo to Der Zor,
he would say: “ The caravan was going forth very slowly; there were old women
and men, like children, who could not walk. We walked hardly an hour, and it
was necessary to gather the late ones.”>® The deportation could simply not be
justified for military reasons. It was perpetrated at no risk because it targeted
inoffensive people. No one would intervene on behalf of Armenian women de-
prived of male protectors. In Syria, the Armenian women’s food would consist
of herbs and tree leaves, if any were to be found.** Witnessing the ill-treatment
of the defenseless, Odian, the rather sociable and dating Constantin-
opolitan, became clearly aware that the procedure had no other purpose but
the destruction of the displaced people: “ Why were they pushing these pitiable
people that far to Der Zor, towards inhospitable deserts? Simply in order to
exterminate them completely.”

No one nurtured strong hopes for an individual or collective survival. and it
was common knowledge that the official deportation, sevkiyat, had no other aim
but the complete annihilation of the whole group. This was coldly and repeat-
edly asserted by local officials to Odian but also a well-known truth among Ot-
toman civilians of all creeds. People belonging to all population groups in Sebil
(close to Aleppo) who were looking for children to be bought or adopted would
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use this as an argument in order to convince destitute Armenian women to give
up their children so that the latter would have a chance to survive.

Death was not the only way to destroy Armenian women. As social and,
possibly, political beings, they had to disappear, but their abilities and repro-
ductive potential could be gained by the dominant groups. Armenian women
were welcomed and absorbed into Muslim households. This is another major
difference from the logics of the Shoah. There was no concept of Rassenschéin-
dung in the late Ottoman Empire. Armenian girls and women were coveted by
Muslim males: this could take the form of rapes, forced marriages, acceptance
of the concubine status or marriages. The presence of women in Arab house-
holds is a major given during his time in Syria.56 Odian estimated that some
2,000 to 3,000 Armenian children, mostly girls, were among Arab families
around Hama INCOMPLETE. Odian even thought that these children were hap-
pier than those remaining with their parents on the deportation track. There
were also many young women who had been included as concubines in Arab
families at Der Zor, and Odian, compelled to work as a street cleaner, could
approach them.” Marrying a local Muslim man had been the only way to survive
the great massacres in Der Zor. These Armenian women would curse their new
husbands when Armenian deportees showed up working on the streets. Odian
provides his readers with details of disgusting situations, emphasizing the moral
distance between his former situation, which he perceived as normalcy, and
what he witnessed during his years of deportation. Teenage girls, closer to 10
than 20, were potential sexual and possibly marital partners for mature Muslim
men.*® There seemed to be no hope of a milder tone towards the targeted
group thanks to those adoptions and forced marriages, for even some of the
victims turned into Armenian-haters and reinforced the murderous attitude of
the dominant group.>®

Compulsory conversion to Islam, as Odian experienced it in Hama in 1916,
was made a serious issue for family heads, men or women, with daughters.°
While Odian and other bachelors, especially, worried about the possibility of
compulsory circumcision, fathers had more serious sorrows, for potential non-
Armenian suiters could not be easily turned down. Conversion was forced on
Armenians by the Ottoman Turkish authorities, though no one would take the
procedure seriously.®' New names were never checked nor used by the author-
ities. The Muslim greeting formula, Alekiim Selam, was never used to greet
converts of Armenian origin. According to Odian, local Arabs would show con-
tempt for Muslims compelling other people to convert to Islam and regard the
process as sinful. Odian indulged in describing the long-lasting resistance to
conversion on the part of Armenian women deported from Samsun on the
Black Sea. They were even ready to be deported to the desert rather than
become renegades. Sticking to their faith seemed to be the last bastion of their
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integrity, shedding light on how they defined themselves in normal times: “ They
murdered our husbands, they killed our children, they kidnapped our daugh-
ters, let them murder us too.” Once again, Odian turned women into discreet
heroic figures, though they surrendered to the pressure of the surviving group
in Hama, in order to survive that abnormal time, hoping to be able to reverse
the procedure as soon as some normalcy returned.

NON-ARMENIAN WOMEN

Generally speaking, conscription and genocidal massacres provided non-
Armenian women in Ottoman society with new tasks, new roles and, possibly,
with an autonomy they hardly experienced in usual times. Historians gained
earlier awareness of this phenomenon in Western societies at war, and there
were no reasons why Ottoman women would not experience similar changes.
Many non-Armenian women, too, were isolated in the embattled Ottoman do-
mains. Since vigorous men had been drafted, women had to earn money on
their own. For this reason, they had the opportunity to get closer to the depor-
tees. For instance, they were likely to look for renters that would bring them
some cash. When Armenians were allowed to stay in cities on their deportation
road southward, these women would benefit from the sudden influx of Arme-
nians. Such details of the deportation make the Mets Yeghern (Great Crime)
very different from the Shoah. There are phases of lesser murderous intensity,
when short-term pieces of everyday life can be restored, which was hardly the
case in Hitler’s Europe.

Non-Armenian women thus gained some power over the Armenian depor-
tees. They were able to grant the deportees special favors in price, in housing
conditions and to help in other matters too, but they also could withdraw their
support and possibly denounce them to the authorities under any pretext. Non-
Armenian Ottoman women gained a superior status to Armenian men.®? Iso-
lated women in a village also defended themselves against intruders, even in
the absence of men.®® Deportation was partly reversing the hierarchy of (Ar-
menian) males and (Muslim) females, while the ethno-religious divide was
drawn more clearly and maintained over the years, as probably never before
in the previous decad: pecially in ad d urban centers, where a rather
liberal Ottoman modus vivendi made living side-by-side more comfortable for
non-Muslims than in the inner provinces. No doubt this radicalization of inter-
group relations was resented by deportees from Constantinople or Smyrna. A
small scene illustrates this. In Der Zor, Arab women would make fun of Arme-
nian deportees, especially Odian who, with his urban air, had to sweep the
streets and was mocked by locals as “¢dpgii efendi”. He was compelled by Arab
women to clean the floor of the court of their private houses. Getting such
orders was a sour experience for him.%
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The climax of Odian’s destitution takes place in the desert away from EI
Boussera, when, in an attempt to escape his relegated place, he was robbed of
everything by Arab Bedouins and ended up “as naked as a newborn”. His nu-
dity turned dramatic when he approached the tents of some Bedouins. He even
entered an Arab tent, covering his genitals with a handkerchief that had been
covering his head. On that occasion, he was considered as outright insane,
which saved his life although his apparition had terrified a group of women in
the tent.”” Though seldom, Odian mentions that some local women could also
be discreet benefactors, ensuring some contacts and even the transfer of small
sums of money between deportees having to stay at different places. Women
took advantage of their lower status to accomplish such illegal actions.®

Odian mentions Western people and women in his narrative. After the abo-
lition of the Capitulations, numerous French and British nationals lost their
higher positions in the Ottoman Empire. After the declaration of war, they were
even considered personz non gratze. The most powerful and potentially helpful
women were the Westerners remaining in the Ottoman Empire at war. Odian
evoked German and other Protestant missionaries as willing to help Armenian
survivors. Armenian women, possibly hidden, married to Westerners could also
play an important role. Odian suspected that the wife of Gustav Edwald, the
Scandinavian officer serving the German Army in the Ottoman Empire who
employed him as an interpreter, was an Armenian, and that this marriage in-
fluenced in a favorable way Edwald’s feelings towards Odian’s group in general
and towards his own person in particular.t”

In Aleppo, Odian met Reverend Krouzian, who was working together with a
German lady, Frau Keuys (Odian did not remember her name correctly), run-
ning an orphanage with the special permission of Cemal Pasa, who was a per-
sonal acquaintance of hers.® Odian estimated that some one hundred orphans
were taken care of. The connections between the Germans and the Muslim
Ottoman élite were crucial to such rare initiatives.®® When Odian had to move
from Aleppo to Sultaniye, he received some money from an American lady, at
least this much he surmised, to alleviate his sufferings on the road, where he
would have had to walk otherwise.” Odian writes her name was Mrs. Kushman,
though his memory and the Armenian spelling make it difficult to identify peo-
ple with certainty. The point is that Western women, if anyone, could help Ot-
toman Armenians as a group or at least in individual cases.

LATE OTTOMAN ARMENIAN SEXUAL ETHICS

The sexuality of surviving women was a major concern for Odian and most
probably for his readers; in the aftermath of the conflict. Women, from the
point of view of the rehabilitation of the Armenian group and the constitution
of an Armenian state on territories still part of the defeated Ottoman Empire,
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would have to perform a major role. The demographic weakness of the Otto-
man Armenian group achieved by the Ottoman state was creating a new argu-
ment against the building of an Armenian state in international politics, instead
of a human disaster to be compensated for. The demographic argument was
included by liberal President Wilson in his Fourteen Points as one of the main
justifications for changing boundaries. Armenian women'’s reproductive poten-
tial was hence central for Armenian readers in 1918-1919. That this potential
remained in the Armenian group or was regained was crucial for the demo-
graphic perpetuation of the group and its political future. Odian’s tone and
ideas in this matter do not necessarily differ from those of politicians of that
time. People were simply deprived of any claim to individuality. Women’s bod-
ies were considered the property of the Armenian group, an asset not to liqui-
date. From time to time, though, Odian’s profession as a journalist enabled him
to consider individual cases and to introduce the subjectivity of other Armeni-
ans in his narrative.

Prostitution was a normal phenomenon in Ottoman society too. Odian is
quite open about the issue. It is mentioned very early in the narrative, when he
became aware that Turkish women of “bad morals” were imprisoned at the
same place as he was.”' Prostitution was closely associated with garrisons, as in
most countries of the world. Odian adopted conventional judgmental tones
when writing about such topics, but as he happened to be in charge of provid-
ing women to work at a brothel in Der Zor, he managed to perform his task.”
He pretended not to be able to do the work himself, but he knew someone, a
man, who was able to find “women of that kind”, showing that an adult Ottoman
male, even the most unlikely one as he liked to portray himself, could relate to
this milieu, in one way or another. His text does not mention the group to which
these women belonged, although it is easy to make a reasonable guess under
such circumstances.

The surviving group, as soon as it could reorganize a semblance of nor-
malcy, established processes of control over the women’s morals. This is ex-
emplified after the periods of intense massacres by the painstaking diligence of
the Head of the Public Workshop working for the Ottoman army, dokumhane,
to lock up Armenian women at night, in order to protect them from possible
assailants but also to remove them from any temptation.” Women’s uncon-
trolled sexuality could have threatened national existence in such circum-
stances.

Odian may have echoed the prejudice of middle class Armenians in Con-
stantinople. Some of his comments on the voluntary marriages to prominent
Muslim figures in order to survive, on the kidnappings followed by forced mar-
riages in Muslim households in the Turkish or Arab lands, or on the compelled
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prostitution have a derogatory tinge, expressing his disapproval and even dis-
gust. From time to time, though, especially when Odian quotes individuals, one
can perceive more nuanced tones. This is the case in Der Zor, when he focuses
on an Armenian lady married to a man he described as “an Arab gypsy”.7*

Later in his text, another case functions as an echo of this first one. A longer
conversation with a young “lady from Bandirma” (on the Marmara Sea) “quite
nice looking and educated” on the train back to Constantinople offered him the
opportunity to significantly mellow his tone. She was accompanying, like other
Armenian women, a group of Turkish policemen who were drinking a lot and
in low spirits in those days of defeat. Despite the setting, sympathy emerges as
longer quotes of the young lady are inserted in the text.”s Odian, the quite self-
complacent know-it-all from Constantinople, was about to lecture her on her
morals.”® But the young woman was not ready to accept any negative judgment
on her behavior. She even countered the respected author, very bravely, adopt-
ing almost biblical tones: “Am I the only one, did she reply, to live this life? All
the Armenian women deported to Konya, whose husbands are lost, massacred
or dead, are reduced to the same situation. Either they went to a brothel
(hwbpuwipnity) or took a lover (uppwhwn) to remain alive. How did you want
us to live in another way?’” Odian as a mature man would never have experi-
enced such dilemmas. He was too intelligent not to be aware of that, after being
lectured himself. Odian did not give up immediately: “But now that you are
free, and do not have to fear further exile, Yyou can save your life from his
grasp.”” But the young lady also had no illusion as far as the possibilities of
getting back to her former group, Armenians, were concerned: “/t is too late
now. [...] After three years of such a life, who is going to pay attention to me?
[.--] | don’t dare now to go back to my place. [...] | would feel shame looking
in my relatives’ and friends’ faces.”

The dialog on the train is emblematic of what happened to many other Ar-
menian women. Odian’s text is replete with such cases, though they are_less
expanded on. Their marriage or carnal connections to Muslim men did mean a
demographic loss for the Armenian group, endangering its perpetuation de-
mographically and culturally. The young Armenian lady who is reported to have
spoken was excellent. Her defection, forced as it might have been, to the other
group was a loss in many ways. Such thoughts were not exclusively Ottoman
Armenian but can be traced in many other groups, since females’ education
and status had already become a political issue in the rise of various national-
isms.” The sudden activation of Muslim men’s right to possess or marry non-
Muslim women, if they abandoned any ambition to pass on their own religious
affiliation to their children, was a soft annihilation of a non-Muslim group, with-
out bloodshed and delayed in time, impeding the birth of descendants within
the non-Muslim group. Odian, quoting the young woman at large, implied some
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legitimacy in her decisions. But he puts an end to doubts, reestablishing norms
in his final sentence on the topic: “And how many of them were there still who
were in the brothels of Aleppo, Damascus, Konya and who did not want to enjoy
their new freedom and go back to their places, because they had rotted
(shtwgws khb) in vice (Uninipbwt ukg).”®° Still, one may wonder exactly what
Odian’s intention was, back in Constantinople, openly mentioning this aspect
of survival to his readers.

The dialog would not have taken place as easily in a normal situation: that is
between a seductive young woman and a mature man, especially on such a
topic. Armenian women defecting to the Muslim group were no longer re-
garded as related to their former fellow Armenians.®' The trip on the train
exemplifies the breaking of former norms. There would be no way back to the
Ottoman Armenian normalcy for most people, though the idea is not welcome,
espécially in Syria-Lebanon, where Armenians survived as if some collective
reparation were possible.®? Only Constantinople was still a possibility in the im-
mediate aftermath of the Great War, but even this possibility disappeared for
most of the politically and culturally involved in 1922.

CONCLUSION 7

Women and, more generally, the gender question constitute a major dimen-
sion of Odian’s text, Accursed Years (1914-1919). On the author’s road to what
should have been death, he had several chances (both personal assets and
simply good luck) that enabled him to survive and bear testimony after his re-
turn to Constantinople at the end of 1918. From both a literary and a political
point of view, it is not always certain that Odian perceived that the demographic
destruction of Ottoman Armenians and the moral destitution of the survivors
meant the end of a whole world. There are pages or a narrative rhythm, only
partly due to the serial form that some readers would call shallow, especially
when Odian reestablished some social life for a while. The fate of others simply
vanishes from his text.®* However, Odian wrote an informed report from inside
the world of Armenian deportees. He could not but notice that women, unlike
in his own professional milieu in Constantinople, had gained a centrality in Ot-
toman Armenian history because of their demographic advantage among sur-
vivors. Odian, therefore, kept writing about women he encountered on his road
to Der Zor and back to Constantinople without, though, establishing any special
relationship with any one of them, at least according to his narrative. Young
men had most of the time been murdered and most of them would, therefore,
not contribute to the reconstruction of some form of Armenian continuity. It is
questionable, though, whether the temporary focus on Armenian women’s or-
deals, feats, adaptations, temptations and sufferings during those years, which
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Odian’s text portrays, radically changed women'’s place in the Western Arme-
nian anthropological habitus. Surviving Armenian women in Syria or Lebanon
and also in France or the US did not bring up a generation of Western Arme-
nians eager to question the ascription to both genders of stable national and
social roles. Has the sense of collective mutual belonging among Western Ar-
menians been changed by the numerous marriages, forced or not, to Muslim
men? Haven’t widows and orphans successfully participated in the re-establish-
ment of Armenian males’ domination in the following decades?
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