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1. Introduction

The protagonists of the following discussion have one thing in common:
All are members of a fairly prominent family of Ottoman-Kurdish
notables, known as the Bedirhanis. My analysis follows several members
of this family throughout a crucial period of transition, from the 1870s to
about 1940. This time period is marked by large-scale social and political
transformations, as the end of the First World War and the following
collapse of the Ottoman imperial system challenged (former) Ottoman
subjects to reorient themselves and assimilate to a newly emerging
framework of Turkish nationalism and Kemalist ideology. This adaption
process was particularly challenging for members of the former imperial
bureaucratic elites, as their life worlds, their means to support
themselves and their families, along with their economic, political and
cultural resources vanished or were seriously devalued. As an integral
part of the Ottoman imperial bureaucratic elite, members of the
Bedirhani family had to navigate these processes of transition. How they
did so is one of the key questions guiding my research: I ask how
different family members lived through and coped with the challenges
of transition from empire to nation state and inquire about continuities
and ruptures in both their biographical trajectories and the narratives
about their identity — in other words, in the stories they tell about

themselves.

Members of the Bedirhani family are not unfamiliar to historians of the
late Ottoman Empire and the early Turkish Republic. For the most part,
however, the family’s history has been studied in a very particular
context: Against the backdrop of the emergence of a Kurdish nationalist
movement in the early 20™ century. To some extent, this is a legitimate

perspective, since a number of members of the Bedirhani family did
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indeed figure as pioneers, protagonists and prominent supporters of the
Kurdish nationalist movement. By limiting an analysis of the family’s
history to this perspective, however, other questions which are not tied
to Kurdish national history and identity tend to be marginalized. This
leads to oversimplifications and a glossing over of the complex processes
of post-imperial identity formation involved and, in particular, to an
underestimation of the ongoing impact of imperial and other
conceptions of identity and belonging not shaped by ethnic nationalism.
Taking issue with these oversimplifications, my hypothesis is that the
imperial framework, as well as network structures and resources related
to it, continued to play an important role for members of the Bedirhani
family as they modified and adapted ideas about themselves and
perceived options and strategies available to them after the collapse of
the Ottoman state. My approach for testing the assumption of an
ongoing relevance of the imperial framework is two-fold: On the basis of
ego-documents and archival sources, I reconstruct trajectories of family
members immediately before, during and in the aftermath of the
transition from imperial to post-imperial contexts. In addition, I look
into changing narratives about family history and network structures
family members operated in, again looking for continuities and
ruptures, lending further support to my initial hypothesis. I argue that
the study of the history of the Bedirhani family, while not necessarily
representative for late Ottoman and post-imperial processes of identity
formation as such, can still serve as a prism to understand the larger
context of transition and transformation between imperial and post-
imperial life worlds and the challenges which accompanied these

processes.
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1.1.  Studying the History of Ottoman Kurds: State of the Art

In the following, I briefly sketch out the general development of an
academic interest in Kurdish history. It is important to recall that, for
one, production of knowledge on an ethnically defined Kurdish
community takes place under particular conditions and circumstances
which impact, guide, and limit the questions researchers ask and the
methodological tools and theoretical approaches they apply in their
attempts to answer these questions. Second, the genealogy of Kurdish
studies provides a stark reminder that, as Kurdish history continues to
be studied against the backdrop of contemporary political struggles,
“researchers on Kurds (...) play, by their mere existence, a political role”!
— as they deconstruct and critically distance themselves from certain

concepts of Kurdish identity, they reproduce and legitimize others.

Gaping silences and great difficulty of access have continued to impact
scholarship on Kurdish communities and their historical trajectories
ever since the foundation of nation states in Turkey, Iraq, Iran and Syria
in the first half of the 20™ century. Kurdish insistence on a separate
historical and, in consequence, also political identity was highly
unwelcome and in turn repressed by all of the states mentioned above.
Kurdish demands for autonomy were perceived as a threat, calling the
ideology and imagined coherence of the respective nation states into

question. The origins of Kurdish studies? as a separate field of academic

! Clémence Scalbert-Yiicel & Marie Le Ray, “Knowledge, Ideology and Power.

Deconstructing Kurdish Studies.” In: European Journal of Turkish Studies 5 (2006),
http:/ /www.ejts.org/document777.html, last accessed March 29, 2016.

2 On the history of Kurdish Studies, see the informative and detailed account by Martin
van Bruinessen, “Kurdish Studies in Western and Central Europe.” In: Wiener Jahrbuch fiir
Kurdische Studien (Wien: Wiener Verlag fiir Sozialforschung, 2014), pp. 18-96, including an
extensive bibliography. See also Scalbert-Yiicel & Le Ray, “Knowledge, Ideology and
Power,” Djene Bajalan & Sara Zandi Karimi, “The Kurds and Their History: New
Perspectives.” In: Iranian Studies 47.5 (2014), pp. 679-681, and Janet Klein, “Minorities,
Statelessness, and Kurdish Studies Today: Prospects and Dilemmas for Scholars.” In:
Osmanly Arastirmalart 36 (2010), pp. 225-237.
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inquiry lie in Soviet Russia in the 1930s. French and British scholars
followed suit, their interest in the Kurdish community being closely tied
to the needs of the colonial administration in the mandate territories of
Syria and Iraq. Kurdish studies were established by European colonial
administrators and, particularly in the French case, also Christian
missionaries. This tradition found its continuation as Kurdish studies
entered European institutions of higher learning: Both at INALCO in
Paris and SOAS in London, Kurdish history and language were studied
with an imperial gaze in mind, in order to facilitate control and
influence over Kurdish communities under imperial rule. The second
wave of Kurdish studies from the 1960s onwards, now undertaken from
a perspective of Kurdish nationalist historiography by members of the
Kurdish community and activists, drew on these early contributions,
sometimes reproducing the underlying essentialist categories and
timeless visions of the Kurdish nation. The trajectory of members of the
Bedirhani family, who lived and worked as activists and intellectuals
under the French mandate rule in Syria and Lebanon in the 1930s and

1940s, was profoundly impacted by this approach.?

The 1960s represent a turning point in the emergence of an academic
interest in Kurdish history and culture, as social scientists turned to the
study of Kurdish communities.* It was around the same time that
Kurdish intellectuals in exile in Europe also began to study Kurdish
history and identity. Often, they did so in the context of their political
activities.” Interest in the Kurds thus developed with a strong focus on
the contemporary Kurdish political struggle for greater independence.®

This tendency was reinforced by contributions from journalists and

3 See chapter 3 on the activities of Celadet and Kamuran Bedirhan.

* Among them anthropologists like Fredrik Barth and Edmund Leach and also political
scientists.

> Examples for Kurdish activists-cum-historians include Ismet Chériff Vanly in Geneva,
Noureddine Zaza in Lausanne, Wadie Jwaideh and others.

¢ Scalbert-Yiicel & Le Ray, “Knowledge, Ideology and Power.”
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human rights activists who investigated and published on Kurdish
issues and by institutions founded by Kurdish diaspora activists in
Europe, like the Kurdish Institute in Paris. So-called “human rights
literature,” which is less concerned with historical depth and focuses
instead at the current situation of the Kurds as a minority facing
difficulties in several Middle Eastern states,” has dominated the study of
Kurdish societies and history until very recently. The keen international
interest in the Kurdish autonomous region in northern Iraq or in the
comparatively small Kurdish minority in Syria in the context of the
ongoing civil war in Syria provide the most recent examples for how
current political concerns have shaped the agenda and outlook of
Kurdish studies. For the past fifty years, a large part of the research
conducted on the history of the Bedirhani family has been firmly rooted
in this line of scholarship: The family history has been read in the
context of the Kurdish political struggle for independence, within a
framework of Kurdish nationalist history. Like the history of the Kurdish
community in general, the history of the Bedirhani family is a popular
area of interest for journalists and authors without formal academic

training in history or social sciences,?

among them Naci Kutlay, Rohat
Alakom and, with regards to the Bedirhani family in particular,

Malmisanij [Mehmed Tayfun).

Kurdish studies are not at last hampered by their marginalized position
within mainstream academic institutions: There are, to this day, few

chairs dedicated to Kurdish Studies explicitly,” and Kurdish matters tend

7 1 borrow the term and the observation from Jordi Tejel, “Scholarship on the Kurds in
Syria: A History and State of the Art Assessment.” In: Syrian Studies Association Newsletter
16.1 (2011), he makes the argument with regard to Syria in particular, but I would argue it
is valid for Turkey and Iraq as well.

8 This type of popular historian is often called arastirmact yazar (i.e. researcher and writer)
in Turkish.

® Exceptions are the recently founded Centre for Kurdish Studies at the University of
Exeter (2006) and the Mustafa Barzani Arbeitsstelle fiir Kurdische Studien at the
University of Erfurt (2012). Another potential game changer in the field of knowledge
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to be studied as marginal phenomena by researchers interested in the
history of countries with a Kurdish minority like Syria, Iraq or Iran.!”
Archival resources pertaining to Kurdish history were systematically
withheld in Turkey until very recently.!! Fieldwork in the Kurdish areas
of the Middle East was restricted for researchers until the 1990s.!? The
1990s marked another turning point in Kurdish studies, as scholars such
as Nelida Fuccaro, Christian Velud, Lale Yalgin-Heckmann and others
were able to conduct extensive fieldwork among Kurdish communities!3
and reached a broader audience in Middle Eastern studies with their
results. In recent years, steps towards greater political liberalization in
Turkey have made archival research on Kurdish topics more feasible. In
addition, studies on Kurdish history have also flourished in the wake of
broader academic trends, like the growing interest in French and British
mandate history!* or the study of state-society relations, looking into
relations between the Kurdish minority and Turkish state authority.'®
This recent renaissance in Kurdish studies, however, did not

immediately bring about large-scale interest in Kurdish history. Instead,

production on Kurdish history are the universities in Iraqi Kurdistan in Erbil, Siileymaniye
and Dohuk.

19 A further problem being that as there has been no Kurdish state, no central archives
have emerged where the bulk of historical sources on Kurdish history could be stored.
Hence, sources on Kurdish history are scattered between different Middle Eastern and
western national archives.

11 For her work on the Hamidiye regiments, Janet Klein was denied access to Turkish
research facilities, see Janet Klein, Power in the Periphery: The Hamidiye Light Cavalry and
the Struggle Over Ottoman Kurdistan, 1890 — 1914. Diss. Princeton University, 2002, p. 10.

12 For Syria, see Tejel, “Scholarship on the Kurds,” p. 21.

13 Martin van Bruinessen was among the first researchers to attempt fieldwork among
Kurdish communities in the Middle East but was not able to obtain necessary permission
which would have allowed him to stay in one place for an extended period of time, see “I
would be sitting in the village room where people gather — Interview with Martin van
Bruinessen.” In: European Journal of Turkish  Studies 5 (2006), http://
www.ejts.org/document777.html, last accessed October 4, 2016.

% Cf. Vahé Tachjian, La France en Cilicie et en Haute-Mésopotamie. Aux confins de la
Turquie, de la Syrie et de I'Irak (1919-1933) (Paris: Ed. Karthala, 2004), Nadine Méouchy,
France, Syrie et Liban, 1918 — 1946 (Damascus: Presses de 'TFPO, 2002), Michael Provence,
The Great Syrian Revolt and the Rise of Arab Nationalism (Austin: Univ. of Texas Press,
2005).

15 Senem Aslan, “Everyday Forms of State Power and Kurds in the Early Turkish
Republic.” In: IJMES 43 (2011), pp. 75-93 for a discussion.
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it involved mostly anthropologists, political scientists, sociologists and
linguists. Still, the work of historians like Janet Klein, Hans-Lukas
Kieser and Umit Ungdr, among others, is evidence for a growing
interest in Kurdish history, particularly embedded in local Anatolian
history — abroad, but also in Turkey, as the publication of the popular
history journal Kiirt Tarihi indicates.!® The latest developments in
Turkey, including renewed attacks on academic freedom and
suppression of outspoken Kurdish identity politics in the aftermath of
the general election of June 2015 and the attempted coup of July 2016,
do not bode well for the future of Kurdish studies in Turkey.

This very brief overview!” of the development of Kurdish studies as a
field of academic interest illustrates that even though Kurdish history
became increasingly visible and feasible over the past decades and is
about to overcome its nationalist framing,'® research on everyday
history, small-scale dynamics!® and entangled histories between Kurdish
and non-Kurdish actors are still much less prominent. Actors and events
not directly relevant to the emergence of Kurdish national identity and
the ensuing political struggles continue to be understudied.?’ It is these
gaps in particular that I hope to address with my own research, studying
the history of an Ottoman-Kurdish notable family as an integral part of
late Ottoman history and including trajectories of members of the
Bedirhani family who were not directly involved with the emergence of

Kurdish nationalism.

16 Bajalan & Karimi, “The Kurds and Their History,” pp. 679-681. I draw on the example of
a recent contribution to the history of the Bedirhani family published in Turkey to discuss
the discourse about Kurdish history in Turkey more generally in chapter 4.

7 The discussion about the state of the art in Kurdish history is continued in the following
chapters.

18 Thereby moving, in the words of Janet Klein, “into post-nationalist, theme-based, and
global or world histories.” See Klein, Margins of Empire, p. 229.

19 Tejel, “Scholarship on the Kurds,” p. 23.

2 Klein, Margins of Empire, p. 230.
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1.2.  General Methodological Approach

Using the trajectory of the Bedirhani family as a prism to understand
processes of identity formation in the transition period between empire
and postimperial contexts, I hope to address the issue of

"2l and avoid a reproduction of categories,

“methodological nationalism
time scales and perceptions of space which are prevalent in nationalist
historiographies — in this case, both the Turkish and the Kurdish
discourse have to be taken into account. In addition, standard western
historiographical writing about the collapse of the Ottoman Empire and
the emergence of the Turkish Republic, often rendered as a success
story within a modernist framework of explanation,?? also operates with
assumptions and categorizations which require further scrutiny. To deal
with these challenges of historiographical preconceptions, my research
focuses on the micro-level of small-scale examples and trajectories which
are informed by larger, more abstract processes of transition and
negotiations of identity and belonging. Methodologically, my analysis
therefore draws on the concept of “thick description,” introduced by the
social anthropologist Clifford Geertz.2* This approach recognizes that
the history of the Bedirhani family — very much like history in general —
is a mosaic of multiple individual stories, some of them well-represented
already, some of them marginalized and silenced in standard
historiography, and none of them more valid or “true” than any other.
These individual stories, their genealogies and subsequent trajectories

are at the center of my attention.

2 Ulrich Beck & Natan Sznaider, “Unpacking Cosmopolitanism for the Social Sciences: A
Research Agenda.” In: British Journal of Sociology 57.1 (2006), pp. 1-23.

22 See e.g. Bernard Lewis, The Emergence of Modern Turkey (London et al.: Oxford Univ.
Press, 1968 [1961]).

3 Clifford Geertz, “Thick Description: Toward an Interpretive Theory of Culture,” in: Idem
(ed.), The Interpretation of Cultures (New York: Basic Books, 1973), pp. 3-32.
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In addition, a strong focus is put on movement and migration. Not only
do individuals migrate between actual places, different ideas and
narratives are also on the move between multiple discourses and social
or political contexts. Behind this approach lies the assumption that
identity formation is a dynamic, ever-shifting process which needs to be
read in its respective contexts. As people and ideas move, they leave
traces in different sources. Inspired by Marc Aymes’ remarks on a
polygraphic approach?* which brings multiple archives together and
Leyla Dakhli’s discussion of the first generation of Arab-Ottoman
intellectuals, the activities of members of the Bedirhani family come into
focus best in a parallel reading of different source material, including
letters, journal articles, memoirs and other publications which
complement each other and allow, much like a prism, different glimpses

on the protagonists.?’

One might object that for the study of large-scale processes like
transition, my sample is astonishingly small, including only members of
one extended family and their networks. However, one advantage of my
choice of the extended family as the primary unit of my analysis lies in
the fact that all family members had a similar structural position within
the imperial framework and disposed of similar potentialities and
opportunity structures. Limitations and restrictions they encountered
equally resembled each other. It is therefore interesting to inquire why,
with all these structural elements being so similar, family members
ended up taking markedly different paths throughout imperial and post-
imperial times. Their choices, along with their attempts to justify them
in changing political discourses and across major historical ruptures,

provide some insight into opportunity structures, expectations and

2 Marc Aymes, A Provincial History of the Ottoman Empire. Cyprus and the Eastern
Mediterranean in the 19" Century (London: Routledge, 2014), pp. 8-12.

5 Leyla Dakhli, Une génération d'intellectuels arabes. Syrie et Liban (1908-1940) (Paris: Ed.
Karthala, 2009), p. 9.
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norms and also the limitations and boundaries of what was acceptable

throughout the time period under discussion here.?®

1.3.  Structure

The following introductory chapter sketches out the three main
theoretical lenses I use to approach and embed my research on the
Bedirhani family history: (1) The study of processes of memory, (2) the
study of biographical trajectories, relying on ego-documents, and (3) the
qualitative analysis of network structures. Chapter 2 offers an extensive
overview of the Bedirhani family history and sociology, including a
commentary on the available sources and an in-depth discussion of the
scholarly and more popular interest in and existing research on the
subject. The following sections are then structured chronologically:?’
Chapter 3 is focused on the Bedirhani family history and family
members’ trajectories in the late Ottoman context, roughly from the
1870s to 1906. The chapter hinges on the case study of the Ottoman
bureaucrat and notable Bedri Paga Bedirhan in the Ottoman province of
Greater Syria, illustrating through his example and by means of a
comparison to other family members of his generation how the
trajectory and the horizons of the entire Bedirhani family were firmly
embedded in the framework of the Ottoman imperial system at the time.
Chapter 4 then zooms in on the period of transition from imperial to
other, post-imperial frameworks of meaning, roughly from 1906 to the
end of the First World War. In the spring of 1906, members of the
Bedirhani family were implicated with the murder of Ridvan Paga, the

prefect of Istanbul at the time. The year 1906 thus marks an early

% For a similar approach, see Mary Fulbrook, Dissonant Lives. Generations and Violence
Through the German Dictatorships (London et al.: Oxford Univ. Press, 2011), pp. 1-23.

¥ 1 am aware of the problems inherent in a chronological presentation of my material and
I do not assume or suggest that chronological order is synonymous to relations of cause
and effect.
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moment of potential estrangement and rupture with the Ottoman state,
about which interpretations of family members differed, illustrating that
it is indeed misleading to treat the Bedirhani family as a monolithic
entity with collective interests and a corporate identity. The discussion of
the transition period draws on a comparison between two case studies:
Mehmed Salih Bedirhan emphasized his loyalty to the Ottoman Empire
until he passed away during the First World War, while his cousin
Abdiirrezzak Bedirhan reoriented himself and shifted his professional
ambitions towards Czarist Russia. Chapters 5 and 6 discuss the
Bedirhani family history following the collapse of the Ottoman Empire,
that is from 1918 onwards. Again, the focus is on several case studies. In
chapter 5, one of the better-known aspects of the family history is
revisited: The activities of the three brothers Siireyya, Kamuran and
Celadet Bedirhan in Syria and Lebanon under French mandate rule and
later in European exile are re-read in the context of the entire family
history. In chapter 6, the memoirs of Miveddet Gonensay, a
granddaughter of Emir Bedirhan who continued to live in Istanbul after
the foundation of the Turkish Republic and assimilated into urban
middle-class life there, along with the trajectories of other family
members who stayed in Turkey after 1923, complete and complicate the
picture of the Bedirhani family history in post-imperial times. In a
concluding section, I revisit my hypotheses and ask about the
implications that my findings and arguments might have beyond the

immediate context of the Bedirhani family history.

1.4. Theoretical Tools
Before I lay out my methodological and theoretical framework in greater

detail, I want to very briefly address what lies beyond the limits of my
study: Like, as Clifford Geertz wrote, anthropologists do not study
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villages, but in villages,?® it is important to point out that instead of
studying a (rather famous) family, the Bedirhanis, I set out to study in
the context of this family, using it as a meaningful frame to ask questions
about transition and the modification of ideas about the self. I reiterate
here that the Bedirhani family history provides (merely) a laboratory for
my research because my treatment of the family’s history, while detailed,
cannot be exhaustive or documentary. This approach is bound to be
found lacking with some readers. To some extent, the gaps in the
narrative are due to a lack of sources or, in some cases, to my lack of
access to them. But they are also due to the fact that rather than
attempting to reproduce a complete collective biography, particular
questions have guided my outlook on the material and, in turn, lured my
attention away from other issues that might have turned out to be just as

interesting, relevant or pertinent.

For theoretical backing, my work on the Bedirhani family rests on three
pillars: Memory studies, theories of ethnicity and identity, and
qualitative network analysis. What brings all three tools together is a
question asked pointedly by Clifford Geertz: My aim here is to find out
“what the devil they think they are up to.”?° They, of course, referring to
different members of the Bedirhani family. One might expand this
question to and who the devil they think they are, as I address questions
of shifting Ottoman-Kurdish identity through the lens of the Bedirhani
family history, claiming that multiple ideas about the self can exist
simultaneously and that continuity with the Ottoman imperial
framework of reference plays a far greater role than has been
acknowledged in existing scholarship on Kurdish history. Behind this
approach lies a semiotic understanding of culture as a system of symbols

consisting of different layers of meaning which can be understood

2 Geertz, “Thick Description,” p. 22.
2 Clifford Geertz, Local Knowledge: Further Essays in Interpretative Anthropology (New York:
Basic Books, 1983), p. 58.
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through interpretation. On a very general level, this understanding sets
the methodological and theoretical course for my entire research
endeavor. I approach my material with the goal of formulating what has
been termed “thick descriptions” of historical and biographical events.3°
The term implies a detailed description that goes beyond mere
observations and includes context and the interpretations of different
layers of meaning involved. This does, however, not mean that I expect
to find a single symbolic system through which all actions, writings and
other cultural practices by members of the Bedirhani family can be
interpreted. Rather, and particularly since I am interested in moments of
transition, I am expecting to find all kinds of incoherencies,

contradictions and ambiguities existing simultaneously.

The approach of interpretative cultural studies has, in the wake of the
Writing Culture debate spearheaded by James Clifford and George
Marcus, been rightly criticized for not reflecting adequately on the role
of the observing and interpreting researcher and the imbalances of
power involved.?! Methodological problems this criticism addresses have
been, as it is demonstrated by Edward Said and others who have
followed since in the direction of his work, 32 of particular relevance in
the field of (traditional) Oriental Studies. For me, reacting to this line of
criticism can only mean that borrowing from Geertz’ valuable and
inspiring concept of culture has to be accompanied by cautious
reflection and questioning of epistemological categories at play when
writing out “thick descriptions,” in particular with regard to Kurdish

identity and ethnicity.

30 Geertz, “Thick Description,” drawing on the ideas his teacher, the philosopher of
language Gilbert Ryle. See Gilbert Ryle, “The Thinking of Thoughts. What is ‘Le Penseur’
Doing?” in: Idem (ed.), Collected Papers, 2 vols. (London: Hutchinson & Co., 1971), vol. 2,
Pp. 480-486.

31 JTames Clifford & George E. Marcus (eds.), Writing Culture. The Poetics and Politics of
Ethnography (Berkeley: Univ. of California Press, 1986), pp. 3-8.

32 Edward Said, Orientalism (London: Routledge & Keagan Paul, 1978).
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A second limitation: My study does not aim to answer the question of
where the beginnings of Kurdish nationalism lie. This and related
questions have been addressed, with many scholars making the
convincing argument that prior to the First World War, it is
anachronistic to read and conceptualize Ottoman-Kurdish political and
cultural activities in the framework of nationalism.?* Other researchers
have challenged this view. Most recently, Hilmar Kaiser made the
argument that Kurdish nationalist activity in fact can be traced back into
late Ottoman times.>* I cannot agree with Kaiser’s reading of the
Bedirhanis’ activities at the turn of the century, and I do believe that his
understanding of Kurdish identity in ethno-nationalist terms is indeed
anachronistic if applied to that time period. However, not only the
answers, but to some extend the question about the origins of Kurdish
nationalism seem problematic: There is a danger of constructing a
misleading dichotomy between Kurdish and Ottoman identity,
presenting the two as mutually exclusive and in opposition to each other.
Research on other social groups in the late Ottoman Empire, however,
has demonstrated that Ottomanism was in fact to no small extent
compatible with other layers of identity, among them religion, a local
sense of belonging and ethnicity. Michelle U. Campos conclusively
made this argument with regards to Ottoman Jews in Palestine around
the turn of the century.*® Nathalie Clayer investigated similar questions
of multiple and overlapping ideas of identity in the case of the Ottoman
Albanians.?® More generally, comparative research on imperial elites has

conclusively shown that a crucial resource for members of these elites

3% Hakan Ozoglu. “Nationalism’ and Kurdish Notables in the Late-Ottoman — Early
Republican Era.” In: IJMES 33 (2001), pp. 383-409, and also Martin Strohmeier, Crucial
Images in the Presentation of a Kurdish National Identity: Heroes and Patriots, Traitors and
Foes (Leiden et al.: Brill, 2003), p. 54.

3* Hilmar Kaiser, The Extermination of Armenians in the Diarbekir Region (Istanbul: Bilgi
Univ. Press, 2014), p. 112, footnote 37.

35 Michelle U. Campos, Ottoman Brothers. Muslims, Christians, and Jews in Early Twentieth-
Century Palestine (Stanford Univ. Press, 2010).

36 Nathalie Clayer, Aux origines du nationalisme albanais. La naissance d’une nation
majoritairement musulmane en Europe (Paris: Ed. Karthala, 2007).

34



was the ability to switch between and make situational use of different
codes of identification as they navigated multi-ethnic environments.?’
Hakan Ozoglu and others have convincingly identified 19"-century
Kurdish notables as an integral part of the Ottoman imperial elite. It
seems therefore reasonable to assume that as members of an imperial
elite, Ottoman-Kurdish families like the Bedirhanis excelled at this
situational code-switching observed by scholars others with regards to
imperial bureaucrats in the Habsburg or Russian Empires. Against the
backdrop of these and related findings, I am not asking about the origins
of Kurdish nationalism, but about options, expectations and opportunity
structures perceived by actors at different points in time. This
perspective allows for overlaps of multiple discourses activated by
protagonists who adapted their demands to discourses of European
diplomats and to the logic of empire alike. I explicitly ask about the
ambiguities, contradictions and things that seemingly do not make
sense or go together well. One additional point needs to be considered
when asking about the beginnings of Kurdish nationalism: Institutions
within colonial or nation states created opportunity structures which
incited actors to emphasize ethnic and other sociopolitical boundaries.®
Proto-nationalist activities prior to the creation of nation states in the
former Ottoman lands in the early 20th century, however, cannot be
assumed to follow the same logic. Instead, one finds actors appealing to
Ottoman imperial and European-imperialist frameworks, resorting in
many cases not to nationalist propaganda but to a rhetoric of protection

of minorities.

A final limitation concerns my discussion of continuity: Reinhart

Koselleck has pointed to the false dichotomy between continuities and

%7 See the introduction in Tim Buchen & Malte Rolf (eds.), Eliten im Vielvslkerreich.
Imperiale Biographien in Russland und Osterreich-Ungarn (1850-1918) (Oldenburg: De
Gruyter, 2015), p. 14.

38 Andreas Wimmer, “The Making and Unmaking of Ethnic Boundaries. A Multi-Level
Process Theory.” In: American Journal of Sociology 113.4 (2008), pp. 990-993.
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ruptures, arguing that in order to achieve a better understanding of
change and processes of transformation, it makes more sense to depart
from the notion that both aspects — both permanence and elements of
sudden change — are coexisting at the same time, simultaneously. This
perspective precludes easy assumptions and complicates my argument
about imperial continuities in the history of the Bedirhani family. Large
parts of the existing, often extremely biased scholarship have so far
ignored the Ottoman dimension of Kurdish history in general and of the
history of the Bedirhani family in particular. My point is therefore not
one to deny the existence of changes or ruptures, but to bring elements
of imperial continuity back into the picture which have no small

relevance and have in the past been ignored or marginalized.

1.4.1.  The Study of Memory and Identity

“Discussions of collective memory,” the historian James Gelvin noted,
“tend to be, more often than not, exercises in storytelling.”*® As I have
argued above, drawing on Clifford Geertz, this does not need to be a bad
thing. Looking at the stories and the ways they are told might prove to be
a very valid exercise indeed, as I hope to illustrate. It might also be the

only thing historians can, in all fairness, achieve.

The processes as well as the products of remembering the past are
crucial objects of my analysis and offer answers to the questions I bring
to the Bedirhani family history. My understanding of “memory” has an
impact on both the selection of source material and the theoretical
approaches adopted in analyzing it. Some remarks on the theoretical

background of memory studies as an important framework to situate

%9 James Gelvin, “Collective Memory and Nationalist Narrative: Recounting the Syrian
Experience of the First World War,” unpublished article, cited in Susan Slyomovics,
“Memory Studies: Lebanon and Israel / Palestine.” In: IJMES 45 (2013), p. 600, footnote
nr. 14.
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and interpret my thinking about the Bedirhani family are therefore in
order: Memory, discursive productions of meaning and processes of
identity formation are closely linked.*’ In terms of sources, research on
biographical texts and memory studies also show a lot of overlap. In the
1980s, the biographical turn brought the study of biographical
trajectories, and thereby also of processes of commemoration, back into
the discussion in the humanities. The scope of potential sources has
become broader, including not only autobiographies and memoirs, but
also other texts which discuss individual perceptions of the self, along
with past experiences and expectations for the future. This extended
understanding of sources on the self proved very useful in the field of
Middle Eastern history, as it allowed to compensate for what was
perceived as a lack of autobiographical writing in the western sense of
the genre definition and to include other ways of writing about the self.*!
The study of memory cannot be confined to written material: Maurice
Halbwachs’ argument that memory also works through objects needs to
be considered,*? along with more recent claims that spaces are crucial in

structuring memories as well.**

The history of the Bedirhani family can productively be studied as a

(collective) imperial biography.** This perspective implies that family

“ Annette Kuhn, Family Secrets. Acts of Memory and Imagination (London: Verso Books,
2002 [1995]), p. 161.

* Ralf Elger & Yavuz Kése (eds.), Many Ways of Speaking about the Self. Middle Eastern Ego-
Documents in Arabic, Persian and Turkish (14th to 20th century) (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz,
2010).

*2 Maurice Halbwachs, The Collective Memory (New York: Harper & Row, 1980), pp. 128-
130.

# See Joelle Bahloul, The Architecture of Memory. A Jewish-Muslim Household in Colonial
Algeria, 1937-1962 (Cambridge Univ. Press, 1996). Of less immediate relevance for the
study of the Bedirhani family history seems Paul Connerton’s observation that social
memory can also be studied as embodied memory, Paul Connerton, How Societies
Remember (Cambridge Univ. Press, 1989), pp. 71-104.

* On the quite recent trend of researching imperial biographies, see the edited volumes by
Buchen & Rolf (eds.), Eliten im Vielvilkerreich and Martin Aust & F. Benjamin Schenk
(eds.), Imperial Subjects. Autobiographische Praxis in den Vielvélkerreichen der Romanovs,
Habsburger und Osmanen im 19. und frithen 20. Jahrhundert (Koln: Béhlau Verlag, 2015).
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members’ career paths, world views and expectation for the future are
understood as inseparably linked to imperial structures, while on the
other hand family members themselves shape and modify these
imperial structures through their actions.** The underlying assumption
is that through the study of individuals, something can be understood
about the larger context of their imperial life worlds, as well as about
their strategies in coping with changes and transformations happening
within these life worlds. This approach not at last opens up possibilities
for inter-imperial comparisons. It is in this sense that I speak of the
Bedirhani family as a prism to understand something about the
Ottoman Empire immediately before and during a crucial period of

transition.

In addition to guiding my selection of relevant source material, insights
from the field of memory studies channeled my questions about what
can be understood and studied with the material at hand. The first
central premise is that the purpose of memory is linked to the present:
Acts of remembering give meaning and orientation to current and
future actions.*® It follows that memories cannot be analyzed as being
true or false, but have to be read as contingent on the present. They can
be expected to be dynamic and shifting according to concerns in the
immediate present of their author.*” What both ego-documents and
other sources on memory thus reflect are not past events themselves but
(changing) discourses about the past and ways to commemorate and
narrate it.*® In addition, it has been argued that there is a link between

memory and identity: Processes of identity formation can be traced in

® David Lambert & Alan Lester (eds.), Colonial Lives Across the British Empire: Imperial
Careering in the Long Nineteenth Century (Cambridge Univ. Press, 2006).

* Jan Assmann, Das Kulturelle Gedichtnis. Schrift, Erinnerung und Identitit in friihen
Hochkulturen (Miinchen: Beck, 1992), p. 18.

* Johannes Fried, Der Schleier der Erinnerung. Grundziige einer historischen Memorik
(Miinchen: Beck, 2004), pp. 105-107.

* Christoph Schumann, Radikalnationalismus in Syrien und Libanon. Politische Sozialisation
und Elitenbildung 1930 - 1958 (Hamburg: Dt. Orientinstitut, 2001), p. 47.
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autobiographical writing and ego-documents.*® Understood in this way,
ego-documents authored by members of the Bedirhani family offer an
opportunity to follow ideas about Ottoman-Kurdish identity from the late
19" century into post-imperial times, tracing changes as well as
continuities over the transition period between imperial and post-
imperial world views. Ego-documents authored by members of the
Bedirhani family offer glimpses into a shifting Ottoman-Kurdish
discourse about the past, at different points in time. The collective
approach to the family’s history allows to bring in various accounts,
offering different perspectives and interpretations of the family’s history.
Collective and individual memory are intertwined here, they overlap and
are by no means in opposition.’® The example of the Bedirhani family
and their memories is an interesting one because it can be analyzed as
being situated on the border between two modes of memory that have
been identified by Jan Assmann,’! between communicative and cultural
memory. Communicative memory is more open and can tolerate the
ambiguity of a plurality of different, even contradicting individual
memory splinters. Cultural memory, on the other hand, is the result of a
process of selection and institutionalization of certain memories and
narratives. These are recorded, maintained and updated according to
contemporary concerns by specialists, who act as archivists of the family
history. As the personal memory of family members fades into the
background because protagonists and their contemporaries pass away,
one can observe how a conflicts about valid interpretations of the family

history are unfolding.

# Volker Depkat, ,Autobiographie und die soziale Konstruktion von Wirklichkeit.“ In:
Geschichte und Gesellschaft 29.3 (2003), pp. 441-476.

% For my analysis, it is not productive to keep these two dimensions of memory apart. See
also Rudolf Jaworski, ,Die historische Gedichtnis- und Erinnerungsforschung als Aufgabe
und Herausforderung der Geschichtswissenschaft,“ in Martin Aust, Krzysztof
Ruchniewicz & Stefan Troebst (eds.), Verflochtene Erinnerungen. Polen und seine Nachbarn
im 19. und 20. Jahrhundert (Kéln: Bohlau, 2009), pp. 17-29 for a critique of a sharp
dichotomy between individual and collective memories.

51 Assmann, Das kulturelle Gediichtnis, p. 50.
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An analysis of the Ottoman-Kurdish discourse about the past — and,
closely related to that, about identity — is situated within a discussion on
the politics of memory in the post-Ottoman realm. With regards to the
case of Republican Turkey, Esra Ozyiirek>? and others®® have pointed out
the manipulations, in the form of modifications, over-emphasis or
silencing in public memory.>* In no small part, Kurdish discourses on
history and identity took shape in opposition to these Turkish
Republican politics of memory, which aimed at silencing the Kurdish
experience. These Turkish Republican discourses on the imperial past
and their impact on Kurdish (counter)discourses point to another crucial
aspect in the study of memory: Memories exist in the plural and in
reference to each other, they are entangled.>® This is true for collective
politics of memory and competing claims about national pasts,
homelands and histories as much as it is true for individual works of
memory writing. Authors, the Bedirhani memoir writers among them,
are not writing in isolation but make contributions and comments to
broader conversations going on at the time of their writing. Sometimes
these intertextual links are very obvious, with writers referencing other
accounts and memoirs they intend to comment on, subscribe to or

defend themselves against.’®

52 Esra Ozyiirek (ed.), The Politics of Public Memory in Turkey (Syracuse Univ. Press, 2006).
>3 Leyla Neyzi, “Remembering to Forget: Sabbateanism, National Identity, and Subjectivity
in Turkey.” In: Comparative Studies in Society and History 44.1 (2002), pp. 137-158, and
Dogan Giirpmnar, “The Politics of Memoirs and Memoir-Publishing in Twentieth Century
Turkey.” In: Turkish Studies 13.3 (2012), pp. 537-557.

>* Drawing on Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1995).

% See Martin Aust, “Verflochtene Erinnerungen. Einleitende Ausfiihrungen zur Affinitit
von Gedichtnis- und Verflechtungsgeschichte,“ in: Aust, Ruchniewicz & Troebst (eds.),
Verflochtene Erinnerungen, pp. 1-15.

% An example from the Ottoman-Kurdish community are the memoirs of Mevlanzade
Rif'at Bey, who justifies his own actions with direct reference to the recollections of Serif
Paga, a former sponsor of his whom he eventually fell out of favor with, see Mevlanzade
Rifat'n Amilan, edited by Metin Marty, (Istanbul: Arma Yaynlari, 1992).
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A perspective on memories as entangled allows to become aware of the
narrative structures of nationalist discourses on the past and to
contextualize them, as well as their silences. For example: The “golden
age” of the Bedirhani family history is, in most accounts written from a
Kurdish-nationalist background, understood to be congruent with the
moment of opportunity for the Kurdish independence movement in
general, that is roughly from the end of the First World War into the
1930s. This supposed “golden age” thus covers a time period when there
was still realistic hope for the foundation of an independent Kurdish
national state. However, looking closely at the actual trajectory of the
Bedirhani family in late Ottoman times reveals quite the opposite: The
family prospered throughout the late 19" century and lost political
influence, along with large parts of the family fortune in the post-war
years. The “golden age” of Kurdish nationalism was spent by many
members of the Bedirhani family in apprehension, insecurity and exile.
In turn, the decades prior to 1914 would offer themselves as more fitting
reference points for individual nostalgia in the memories of family
members. Similar contradictions between collective (Kurdish
nationalist) and individual memories of the imperial past can be traced

in the comparison of different narratives of the family’s history.

One reason the imperial Ottoman-Kurdish past often gets dismissed in
Kurdish nationalist historiography is that referencing it would mean
stressing a shared past with the Turkish state. Especially in the context
of the current AKP government’s discourse of glorifying Turkey’s
imperial past and at the same time claiming this heritage exclusively,’’
emphasizing this shared legacy not in the interest of most Kurdish
political leaders and intellectuals. As the history of the Bedirhani family
is an important point of reference in Kurdish nationalist historiography,

Ottoman imperial aspects are deemphasized accordingly. A second,

%7 Joshua W. Walker, Shadows of Empire. How Post-Imperial Successor States Shape Memories.
Diss. Princeton Univ., 2012, pp. 7-8.
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related problem adds to the reluctance to stress an Ottoman-Kurdish
past: According to the Kemalist narrative, the Ottoman Empire collapsed
because of its failure to modernize and westernize. Associating oneself
with an Ottoman-Kurdish past might all too easily lead to stigmatization
as reactionary and backward by political opponents. Only after a very
recent shift in discourse towards the end of the 20 century, positive
reference to the imperial past has become more acceptable. However,
the monopoly over the interpretation and appropriation of this past for
conservative nationalism rest almost exclusively with the Turkish state
and its representatives. This appropriation has direct effects on the
Kurds in the Middle East, as they, too, inhabit formerly Ottoman
territory but are passed over in the contemporary official narrative.’® The
(counter)narrative of Kurdish nationalism is shaped not so much by
positive reference to an imperial heritage as by a rhetoric of post-
colonialism: The Ottoman Empire and the imperial past are seen as part
of an oppressive situation which needed to be overcome to facilitate a
liberation of the Kurdish people and the foundation of a Kurdish
national state.’® In this narrative, there is no space for Ottoman Kurds
such as the Bedirhanis, who actually were, as my dissertation argues
throughout, very much part of and beneficiaries of the Ottoman imperial
system. However, choices made by political and intellectual elites about
official memory cannot be expected to silence alternative versions of the
past completely. Read against the grain of nationalist narratives, the
history of the Bedirhani family is not at last an opportunity to open a
window into these alternative discourses. Different chapters will provide
opportunities to come back to the topic of memory from a variety of

angles: In a discussion of Mehmed Salih Bey Bedirhan’s Ottoman-

8 Walker, Shadows of Empire, pp. 14-15.

% For one example, see Kemal Burkay, Gegmisten Bugiine Kiirtler ve Kiirdistan. Cografya —
Tarih — Edebiyat, 2 vols. (Istanbul: Deng Yayinlari, 1992), vol. 1, pp. 279-300, who dedicates
a chapter headlined ,The Taking Shape of Kurdistan’s Lagging Behind” [Kiirdistan'in Geri
Kalmighgin Sekillenmesi] to Ottoman economic and fiscal politics conductive to the
systematic exploitation of Kurdistan.
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Kurdish memoir writing, the value of ego-documents as a source for
processes of identity formation will be tested. A chapter on Miiveddet
Gonensay focuses on the role of material objects and spaces in memory.
Different accounts on the murder of Ridvan Paga in 1906 show how

different layers of memory and discourse are indeed entangled.

To make sense of the trajectory of the Bedirhani family, I use memories
and other documents about the self as sources to trace ideas about
identity. Identity is a fussy and quite opaque concept®® — and yet,
referring to it to explain all kinds of phenomena, particularly with
regards to the history of ethnic and social groups, has been very much en
vogue in scholarship of the past decades.®’ One has to bear in mind,
however, that as appealing, universally relevant and applicable the
concept might seem to us today, the idea of “identity” as it currently
used is of very recent origins and has been identified as a product of
western modernity. The origins of the idea of an individual, stable and
coherent identity can be traced back to U.S. American social psychology
of the mid-20" century, a period which was marked by comparative
stability, optimism and belief in progress. The much-cited concept of a
single, stable identity taking shape in adolescence formulated by Erik
Erikson is an important reference point for later works on identity, but
also a product of its time.®? As such, it might be far from adequate for a
less stable and predictable period of transition and transformation like
the turn from imperial to post-imperial under scrutiny here or the

transition from socialism to post-socialist societies. The historical

% See Aleida Assmann & Heidrun Friese, “Einleitung,” in: Idem (eds.), Identititen.
Erinnerung, Geschichte, Identitit (Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp, 1998), p. 11.

61 A particularly notorious example for this kind of discussion about cultural (in his case
religious) identities as major explanatory framework for challenges of the modern world
seems to be Samuel Huntington, “A Clash of Civilizations?” In: Foreign Affairs (1993), pp.
22-49.

62 Ppeter Wagner, ,Fest-Stellungen. Beobachtungen zur sozialwissenschaftlichen
Diskussion iiber Identitit,” in: Assmann & Friese (eds.), Identititen, p. 46.
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contingency of the idea of identity®® has a number of consequences:
Having or striving to have one single, historically stable and clearly
delineated “identity” cannot be assumed as a universal human need or
desire, but needs to be understood as a phenomenon rooted in political
and social developments in Europe during the last two centuries.
Categories of identity, like “Kurdish,” in turn, are also historically
contingent, and meanings attached to it can be expect to be subject to
changes. The explanatory value of categories of identity for historical
developments is dubious to say the least. People do not, per se, hold
certain opinions or chose one policy over another merely because they
are, think of themselves or are referred to by others, as “Kurdish.” The
perspective of one single, stable and unchanging identity also does not
seem readily applicable to the situation of members of the Bedirhani
family at the turn of the century: Most of them lived through a period of
large-scale social and political transformations, during which established
patterns of making sense of the world, horizons of expectation and
visions of the future became irrelevant and were modified or replaced by

Nnew ones.

While this observation seems quite obvious, a crucial consequence tends
to be neglected in some discussions: Projecting a seemingly stable
concept of ethnic Kurdishness back into history and subsuming complex
developments in Eastern Anatolia over the 18" and 19" centuries under
the label of Kurdish nationalism is problematic. It runs the risk of
writing teleological history and falling back on anachronisms. Instead,
historicizing the concept of “Kurdishness” means to follow changes in
meaning over time, also seeking to understand the category’s impact

and power to mobilize increasing numbers of people over the 20t

% TJiirgen Straub, ,Personale und kollektive Identitit. Zur Analyse eines theoretischen
Begriffs,” in: Assmann & Friese (eds.), Identititen, p. 89: ,Der Identititsbegriff beruht auf
historischen und soziokulturellen Voraussetzungen, die seine Anwendbarkeit und
Geltung begriinden und zugleich begrenzen.”
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century. Such an outlook on Kurdish identity as historically contingent
and dynamic allows to understand late Ottoman discourses about
identity in their own right and to trace processes of identity formation
beyond obvious shifts in labels. With regards to the Bedirhani example, I
would be ill-advised to assume categories like “Kurdish,” “Ottoman,” or
“Sunni Muslim,” to name but a few, to be unchanging or universally
agreed upon. To the contrary, it is entirely possible that the name of a
given category is retained while the underlying discourse changes
considerably or that the labels being change while discussions and
interests stay the same. My research will attempt to show examples for

both scenarios.

To make sense in the context of my research questions and to help me
find relevant answers in the sources that are at my disposal, the concept
of identity I make use of here needs to meet a number of criteria: To
gain access to different layers and coexisting ideas about the self, identity
is understood as result of subjective processes of cultural construction
through which an individual attempts to add up splinters and fragments
of his or her personal experience to create meaningful narratives about
him- or herself. These processes follow an internal logic which is
expressed in social situations as well as in written and other material
traces of thinking about and narrating the self.** To be able to reach the
different layers of meaning these narratives can hold over time and, I
look at processes of identity formation as discourses.®> The perspective
of discourse analysis focuses on the production of meaning and enables
me to follow the genealogies and trajectories of ideas about the self.

Building on Foucault’s strategies of discourse analysis, Ernesto Laclau

% Straub, ,Personale und kollektive Identitit,” p- 93: ,Identitit ist immer nur ein
vorldufiges Resultat kreativer, konstruktiver Akte (...). Medium und Ausdrucksmittel fiir
solche Akte sind alle moglichen sprachlichen und sonstigen Verhaltensweisen: Vom
Beschreiben und Argumentieren iiber das (héchst bedeutsame) Erzihlen von Geschichten
bis hin zum Triumen und Gestalten von Objekten kommt hier so gut wie alles in
Betracht.”

6 Michel Foucault, Archdologie des Wissens (Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp, 1981).
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and Chantal Mouffe stressed that, as meaning in general is never fixed
but continuously changing, categories of identity are also subject to
changes and negotiations. Applied to the example of Kurdish identity,
their perspective allows to perceive identity formation as a multifaceted
process of cultural construction and to include overlapping concepts of
identity as well as seemingly contradictory elements into the analysis.®
In addition, drawing on Andreas Wimmer, [ argue that institutions,
power relations and networks play a large role in defining how
protagonists think and write about themselves and what collectives they
attach themselves to. I am interested in how thinking about the self in
terms of Kurdishness and Kurdish ethnicity became possible and
attractive for individual actors over the late 19" and early 20" centuries.
The example of the Bedirhani family is particular in this respect, as it
illustrates poignantly how not everyone who potentially fitted the criteria
for ethnically defined Kurdishness (and in the Bedirhani case could even
lay claim to a privileged position within the Kurdish community) was
willing or able to seize this opportunity. On the contrary, for many
family members, their Kurdish origins lost their appeal and utility as
they tried to assimilate in to the urban elite of the early Turkish

Republic.

To theoretically access and make sense of these disparate positions and
heterogeneous post-imperial trajectories, I turn to Stuart Hall for help:®’
He thought about ethnic identities as claims made by actors in their
social fields for particular reasons, to secure advantages over others, to
gain access to material and symbolic resources or to forward personal
goals. Hall’s perspective builds on an understanding of identities as

constructed and dynamic. It has the added value of pointing to what

% See the discussion in Georg Glasze, ,lIdentititen und Riume als politisch: Die
Perspektive der Diskurs- und Hegemonialtheorie.” In: Europa Regional 21 (2013), pp. 23-
34.

7 Stuart Hall, “Cultural Identity and Diaspora,” in: Jonathan Rutherford (ed.), Identity,
Community, Culture, Difference (London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1990), pp. 222-237.
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potentially lies behind claims to one or another version of ethnically or
otherwise defined identity. From this perspective, it is entirely possible
to assume that while pursuing similar goals — like improving their
economic situation or regaining influence over the family’s former
homeland in the area of Cizre — members of the Bedirhani family
forwarded claims about identity that were incommensurable. This
perspective should, however, not lead to an over-simplified outlook on
the family as a monolithic collective with unchanging common interests.
It is also possible that while voicing similar claims about identity and
belonging, family members pursued very different individual goals. For
both scenarios, examples can be found in the history of the Bedirhani

family.

Moment of rupture and transition — like the collapse of the Ottoman
Empire and its immediate aftermath — open up new possibilities and
have the potential to modify discourses about identity considerably.®® As
the imperial life world was being replaced by new systems of reference,
prominently among them modern nationalism, the possibility to switch
between and uphold multiple claims about identity at the same time
decreased considerably. Ideologies about belonging became mutually
exclusive and were constructed in opposition to each other. For instance,
over the late 19" century, it was still possible for members of the
Bedirhani family to positions themselves and act as Sunni Muslims and
followers of a particular Sufi tradition, as Kurdish landlords and military
leaders and as Ottoman bureaucrats at the same time. The emergence of
Turkish nationalism and the foundation of the Turkish Republic,
however, made it necessary for them to abandon certain aspects of
identity altogether (for instance Sufi or Ottoman imperial connections)

and make a clear decision for one category or another (Turkish or

% Glasze, ,Identititen und Riume,* pp. 23-34. Stuart Hall also draws attention to
difference, rupture and discontinuity as important moments in the process of identity
formation, see Hall, “Cultural Identity,” p. 222.
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Kurdish) in other respects. In this respect, the history of the Bedirhani
family can be read as evidence for a decreasing tolerance of ambiguity in

terms of identity.

My access to discourses about identity and belonging is facilitated chiefly
through texts (which I have characterized as ego-documents). Looking at
this body of sources, two levels of analysis suggest themselves: On the
one hand, ego-documents can be interrogated about their narrative
structures, and the extrapolated narratives can provide clues to decipher
processes of identity formation. On the other hand, the same texts
contain descriptions of material worlds and practices. These descriptions
are also potential sources to trace ideas about the self and its place in
society, which need to be incorporated into the analysis. To do so, I rely
on concepts that are often subsumed as ‘theory of practice’ or
performative approaches to culture.®® In other words, I look out for
moments of “doing Kurdish” or, respectively “doing Ottoman,” “doing

Turkish,” etc.

With regards to the Ottoman-Kurdish Bedirhani family, ethnicity
constitutes a relevant dimension and subcategory of identity. Even
though not the only possibility for identification, ethnicity becomes
increasingly prevalent over the late 19" and early 20™ century in the
efforts of members of the Bedirhani family to locate themselves and
their claims in a wider society. An early discussion of ethnicity (as
“ethnische Gemeinschaftsbeziehungen”) goes back to Max Weber, who
pointed already to role the subjective appeal and belief in a shared
culture plays for the emergence of ethnic groups.”® In the late 1960s, the

anthropologist Fredric Barth contributed the ground-breaking and still

% Candace West & Sarah Fenstermaker, “Doing Difference.” In: Gender & Society 9.1. (Feb.
1995), pp. 8-27.

7° Max Weber, Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft. Grundriss der Verstehenden Soziologie (Frankfurt
a.M.: Zweitausendeins, 2010 [1922]), pp. 303-311. Also discussed by Wimmer, “The
Making and Unmaking of Ethnic Boundaries,” p. 973.
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much-cited insight that boundaries between different groups are
constitutive for ethnic identities. Ethnic groups are constituted in
relation to other, similar groups and ethnic identity is thus a relational
and dynamic product of mutual attribution of ideas about the self and
others.”! His findings cleared the way for studies of the processes of
formation and transformation of ethnic identity. Barth was concerned
mainly with the salience of ethnic identity, which he then identified as
relational and flexible. Other scholars have since developed his approach
further, arguing that the contents to which ideas about ethnic identity
are tied are also dynamic. This leads to the question if ethnic identity can
be constructed at will — as some critics of Barth, prominently among
them Abner Cohen have argued — or if it needs plausible cultural and
historical backing to make sense.”? This issue has developed into a
discussion between primordialists and constructivists/instrumentalists.
The second group asks why and for the sake of which goals individuals
adopt concepts of ethnic identity to frame their political or economic

73 Much work has been done to reconcile both approaches,

claims.
arriving at a compromise that serves as a tentative working definition of
ethnicity: While ethnicity and its contents are constructed in particular
situation, these constructions still rely to some extend on given
structures and resources. Political scientists in particular have taken this
as a starting point to ask about variables which impact the salience and
specific characteristics of ethnic identity in particular contexts. For the
purpose of my own research, I take a slightly different turn, leaving
some of the opportunities but also many of the constrictions of a social
science framework aside: Mirroring my thinking about identity in

general, I ask about the construction of meaning and the genealogies of

7! Fredric Barth, Ethnic Groups and Boundaries. The Social Organization of a Culture of
Difference (Bergen: Oslo, 1969).

72 A similar question has kept scholars of nationalism busy, see Anthony Smith, National
Identity (London: Penguin Books, 1991), arguing for a primordial core as basis of national
identity that can be activated in certain contexts.

73 Ted R. Gurr & Barbara Haff, Ethnic Conflict in World Politics (Boulder, Co.: Westview,
1994), p. 78.
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the idea of a Kurdish ethnic identity. This approach does not provide me
with a watertight explanation for why Kurdish ethnic identity became an
option and political reality to reckon with over the first half of the 20t
century or help me determine once and for all where the origins of this
idea lie in earlier history. What my approach allows me to do instead —
not so much in opposition than as complementary to other outlooks
committed to social science methodology — is to trace the idea of
Kurdishness with its internal complexities and consider it within the

context of its contemporary alternatives.

Much like the concept of identity in general, the idea of ethnicity bears a
heavy imperialist heritage. With numerous examples,”* researchers have
shown that ethnic groups which are seen as and often also understand
themselves as going far back in time are actually recent formations and
products of the colonial era. In that regard, the issue of ethnicity is part
of a larger problematic guiding my research interest in the Bedirhani
family, the question of teleological history writing and the projecting of
categories and meanings attached to them back into the past. Can we
presume a feeling of shared ethnical identity among the Kurds in the
Ottoman Empire? Dealing not explicitly with Kurds, but with questions
of history and ethnicity in Anatolia in general, the social anthropologist
Chris Hann came to a cautious conclusion:”> Hann draws on findings of
Michael Meeker, who looked into the Ottoman past of the Black Sea
region around the city of Of and found an Ottomanized political culture
instead of political groups and factions divided along ethnic lines.
Considering historical evidence provided by Meeker and others, Hann

urges researchers to be careful to simply assume that ethnic identity

74 For an example from Central Asia, see Judith Beyer, , Ethnonationalismus in Kirgistan.”
In: Zentralasien-Analysen 31/32 (2010), pp. 11-16.

7> Chris Hann, “History and Ethnicity in Anatolia,” in: Idem (ed.), Not the Horse We
Wanted (Miinster: Lit., 2006), pp. 195-212. In Hann’s words: “But did the speakers of
Kartvelian, Armenian, and Greek languages in the Ottoman period have any sense at all of
constituting an ethnic group, as we use the concept today?” p. 201.
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mattered as a principle of social organization in the past as much as it
mattered later or matters today. Instead, ethnicity is better imagined as
an accumulation of flexible concepts with their own history, constructed
and “imposed”’® on historical situations. To push this point a little
further, T borrow from Rogers Brubaker.”” Focusing on diasporas,
Brubaker has looked at processes of identity formation with an interest
in identifying paradigmatic cases that can enable large-scale changes in
discourses. Adopting his perspective for the Ottoman-Kurdish case
means to also be attentive to the trajectories of other minorities in the
immediate post-war period,’® as well as international discourses about
national identity.”” Benjamin White’s argument about the making of
Kurdish ethnicity in Damascus in the 1930s offers support for this view:
White demonstrates how emphasizing a Kurdish identity became an
advantage for community leaders in Damascus, who were of Kurdish
origins, but had become thoroughly Arabized under Ottoman rule. The
French mandate administration arrived in the region expecting to find
ethnically defined communities and provided opportunities accordingly.
When he comes to the conclusion that “Kurdism offered a means for
notables to maintain their own dominance in the quarter,”80 White
echoes Stuart Hall’s observation on the importance of claims behind
identity politics. It is important to point out that White describes a
crucial change in Kurdish identity politics which took place in the 1930s.
Earlier, around the turn of the century, ethnic identity is not a helpful
concept in explaining social or political behavior, as it has also been

argued by Nelida Fuccaro with regards to the organization of space in

76 Hann’s choice of expression, Not the Horse We Wanted, p. 206.

77 Rogers Brubaker, “The ‘Diaspora’ Diaspora.” In: Ethnic and Racial Studies 28.1 (2005),
pp- 1-4.

78 On the impact of neighboring and/or rivaling groups on the process of identity
formation, see Barth, Ethnic groups and Boundaries.

79 An example for such shifts are the principles formulated by the U.S. president Woodrow
Wilson after the First World War pertaining to the status and the political future of
different nationalities within the former Ottoman Empire.

8 Benjamin White, “The Kurds of Damascus in the 1930s: Development of a Politics of
Ethnicity.” In: Middle Eastern Studies 46.6 (2010), pp. 901-917, citation p. 909.
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19 century Damascus.?! Insight about the constructedness of ethnic
identity are of particular importance in the context of Ottoman history,
as for too long, unchallenged ideas of ethnic identity have been used to

explain inter-communal violence in the empire.®?

With these precautions in mind, I turn to the Ottoman-Kurdish
example: A distinguishable language, territorial origins and the
adherence to the Shafii instead of Hanafi school of juristic thought
come to mind as material to draw on in the construction of a distinctly
Kurdish ethnic identity. Describing ethnicity as constructed and
situational does not mean to deny the existence of these particularities
and differences. The question is, how much do these differences matter
at given points in history, in what contexts and for what reasons are they
mobilized to claim a distinct identity and historical trajectory — and when
do they coexist with other splinters of identity without having much of
an impact on social or economic interactions. Hakan Ozoglu is
interested in Ottoman-Kurdish notable families in the 19t century,
focusing mainly on the origins and early development of Kurdish
nationalist thinking. In his theoretical framework, he therefore
emphasized the connections between ethnicity, identity and
nationalism.®* He identified ethnic identity as “deeply embedded” in
nationalism and looked at both concepts as constructed, but with real
and undeniable impacts on social realities.®* While my research has a lot
in common with Ozoglu’s groundbreaking work, his perspective is

different from mine: I strongly agree with his take on identities as

81 Nelida Fuccaro, “Ethnicity and the City: The Kurdish Quarter of Damascus Between
Ottoman and French Rule, c. 1724-1946.” In: Urban History 30.2 (2003), pp. 206-224.

82 A paradigm shift, however, seems well underway with regards to Eastern Anatolia. For a
recent approach, see Ryan Gingeras, Sorrowful Shores. Violence, Ethnicity, and the End of the
Ottoman Empire, 1912 - 1923 (Oxford Univ. Press, 2009), who looks at identities in Eastern
Anatolia as contextual and dynamic.

8 Hakan Ozoglu, Kurdish Notables and the Ottoman State. Evolving Identities, Competing
Loyalties, and Shifting Boundaries (State Univ. of New York Press, 2004), pp. 7-11.

8 Ozoglu, Kurdish Notables, p. 7.
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constructed, yet socially meaningful. However, it makes sense in the
case of the Bedirhani family to be attentive to overlaps between,
alternatives to and limited scope of several ideologies of identity involved
instead of asking about the genealogy of one, nationalist line of thinking
only. Ozoglu is interested in the emergence of nationalist thinking in the
Middle East, taking the Kurdish community as an interesting and so far
neglected example. My research, on the other hand, is concerned with a
field of overlapping and coexisting ideas about the self, only one (at not
necessarily the most pertinent one) being ethnically defined Kurdish

identity.

The example of the Bedirhani family shows that most family members
had access to a Kurdish dimension of their identity. Many family
members proudly recall the family’s history in Eastern Anatolia in their
recollections. Many also had some command of Kurmanci, which family
members continued to use among each other in the second generation
in exile. Yet, I argue that Kurdish ethnicity as a meaningful marker of
identity only came to play a role after the breakdown of the imperial
system. Even then, the rupture with other, non-ethnic patterns of
identification and social interactions was far from sudden or complete.
While there are Kurdish aspects to the Bedirhani family’s collective
identity, like language or place of origin, there are other areas in which
Kurdishness does not help at all to recognize or explain patterns of
behavior and interaction: The residential areas the Bedirhanis lived in
both in Istanbul and Damascus in late-imperial times were structured
along lines of social class and income. In Istanbul, family members gave
preference to the fashionable outskirts of the city, residing in
representative wooden mansions in Sigli or Kadikdy. Children of the
family attended prestigious Ottoman schools, and marriage patterns as
well as friendships did exhibit ethnic preferences. Throughout the late
19t and early 20" centuries, most Bedirhanis married outside the

Kurdish community, and some of them even outside the Ottoman lands
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altogether. Ethnic identity is present as one dimension of a complex
cluster of imperial identity — but it is not a variable which can predict or
explain behavior or interactions. Even if my assumption proves to be
wrong and ethnicity did indeed play a major role in the self-descriptions
and interactions of members of the Bedirhani family throughout the
Ottoman period, it is still worthwhile to take a broader perspective.
Categories guide our research, and if we go out looking for ethnicity, we
will probably find some. Meanwhile, the more interesting question
seems to be what else impacts how Ottoman Kurds thought about

themselves.

Ethnicity can be analyzed as the result of a process of ethnification:
When and for what reasons was Kurdish identity articulated, are there
changes to be observed over time meanings ascribed to Kurdishness?
What role do larger historical developments like colonialism or
modernization play within this equation? A number of scholars have
approached these theoretical questions, often focusing on the
connection between modernization processes and the emergence of
nationalism.®> In the context of post-colonial theory, cultural interactions
have been perceived as a two-way street, impacting both colonizers and
colonized. Assuming there is an Ottomanization of the Kurdish elite in
the 19th century or even earlier, is there also evidence of a Kurdification
of the Ottoman imperial culture, be it ever so small? Michael Meeker has
taken up this line of thought and argued for in case study on the Black
Sea region that the “Ottomanization of Trabzon led inexorably to
Trabzonization of the Ottomans.”8® Where would one have to go to look

for these traces of Kurdification in the Ottoman world? The Bedirhanis,

8 See for instance Christine Allison, “From Benedict Anderson to Mustafa Kemal:
Reading, Writing and Imagining the Kurdish Nation,” in: Clémence Scalbert-Yiicel &
Hamit Bozarslan (eds.), Joyce Blau: L'éternelle chez les kurdes (Paris: Institut Kurde, 2013),
pp. 101-133.

8 Michael Meeker, A Nation of Empire. The Ottoman Legacy of Turkish Modernity (Berkeley:
Univ. of California Press, 2002), pp. 106-107.
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it can be argued, are not a bad starting point: Employed in the Ottoman
imperial administration and the Ottoman military, family members
were out and about all over the empire, from the Aegean coast to
Yemen, from the imperial capital to some small hamlet in the Syrian
desert. While they were part of the Ottoman bureaucracy and shared an
elite culture, education and image of themselves with their (non-
Kurdish) colleagues, there are also Kurdish elements they bring to the
table: Pictures of family members posing in traditional Kurdish clothing
testify to that, the presence of a Kurdish-speaking tutor in the family
household constitutes another piece of evidence. The Bedirhanis also
mobilized and coordinated Kurdish manpower for the empire. In the
war against Russia in 1877/78, members of the Bedirhani family led
troops of Kurdish irregulars in battle. Later, in the Ottoman capital, the
Bedirhani family recommended themselves as patrons and spokesmen
of the large Kurdish community of porters and workers in the city. And
when Kurdish migrants were to be settled in the province of Ottoman

Syria, members of the Bedirhan family were again involved.

What about Ottoman descriptions, concepts and not at last stereotypes
about the Kurdish population? On the one hand, the Ottoman millet
system divided the Ottoman population along religious lines and did not
differentiate between Muslims of Turkish, Arabic or Kurdish descent.
Different from Jewish or Christian communities in the empire, the
system thus provided no reference point or institutional foundation for
the formation of a separate Kurdish identity. Also, no foreign power was
interested in or ready to intervene on behalf of the Ottoman-Kurdish
community over the 19" century. Different from the cases of Christian
communities, there was therefore no external incentive to form a
community and claim protection, privileges or minority status on that
basis. On the other hand, there was a geographical idea of a Kurdish
territory already prior to the 19" century, which was later

institutionalized as the Kiirdistan Vilayeti. In the context of centralization
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efforts, the Ottoman government attacked and eliminated the semi-
independent Kurdish rulers in Eastern Anatolia in the mid-19" century.
Different from the later Turkish Republican policies against the Kurds,
however, the imperial state never denied their Kurdishness or shied
away from using terms like “Kurdish.” Medals handed out to those who
participated in the battles against the Kurdish emirates in Eastern
Anatolia, for example, were called “Kiirdistan Madalyasi.” Somewhat
parallel to the dismissive use of “Turk” for simple folks, the term “Kurd”
was used to ridicule and belittle, being associated with stereotypes of
coarse language and manners and lacking refinement. Ottoman
stereotyping on the basis of ethnic identity was not a phenomenon of the
19 century: In his Counsel for Sultans (niishat iis-selatin, dating from
1581), the author Mustafa Ali warns the Ottoman ruler against
employing Kurds (and other ethnic/social groups like nomadic Turks) in
the state administration: “But there are certain nations [milel] among the
various races [tavayif-i multelife] that are definitely not suitable for an
administrative position (...). One of these nations is the perfidious Kurds
whose character is nothing but obstinacy and stubbornness.”®’
Kurdishness was also used disqualify claims and arguments of political
adversaries. During a religious controversy in the mid-19% century,
Mevlana Halid was called a Kurdish saboteur by his opponent Osman
Bey.8

My aim in theorizing about Kurdishness and other dimensions of
Ottoman-Kurdish identity in a period of transition between imperial and

post-imperial life worlds cannot be to come to general conclusions about

87«0l ziimreden biri Ekrad-i bed-nihaddur ki gibilletleri mahz-i legg u ‘inaddur.” Edition
and translation from Andreas Tietze, Mustafa Ali’s Counsel for Sultans of 1581, 2 vols.
(Vienna: Verlag der Osterreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 1979), vol. 1, p. 63.

8 See Dina Rizk Khoury, “Who is a True Muslim? Exclusion and Inclusion Among
Polemicists of Reform in 19th-century Baghdad,” in: Virginia Aksan & Daniel Goffman
(eds.), Early Modern Ottomans. Remapping the Empire (Cambridge Univ. Press, 2007), p.
268.
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meanings of markers of identity at certain points in time. The material I
am relying on, the history of one particular family, does not lend itself to
these conclusions. I am not sketching out a conceptual history of
Kurdishness, even though this would be a useful and interesting project.
What I set out to do instead is to formulate relevant pointers and
hypotheses about the meanings markers of identity had for certain
individuals, in my case members of the Bedirhani family. These
assumptions can be tested, refined and quite probably reformulated in

other case studies.®’

1.4.2. The Concept of “Ego-Documents”

My research is part of a larger discussion an effort, going back to the
1980s and 1990s, of attempting to bring the individual back into history,
to zoom in on the experiences and life worlds of historical subjects
instead of being concerned with structures and patterns that shape these
experiences on the macro level. Historians interested in bringing the
individual subject back into the historical narratives have tried to identify
and mine sources that speak of individual experience and world views.
My discussion ties in with these long-standing efforts, which have so far
largely focused on European history and the early-modern experience.
Drawing on a term coined by the Dutch historian Jacob Presser in 1958
and brought back into the discussion in the 1980s and 1990s by Rudolf

90

Dekker,” Winfried Schulze outlined a body of sources that he

characterized as “Ego-Dokumente” (ego-documents).”! By ego-

8 The history of the Ottoman-Kurdish Baban family from Siileymaniye, for example, offers
an interesting comparison. I had no access to Metin Atmaca’s dissertation on the subject,
but was able to attend a presentation and talk to the author in person in August 2016.

% For a detailed discussion of the genealogy and critique of the concept of “ego-
documents,” see Kaspar von Greyerz, “Ego-Documents: The Last Word?” In: German
History 28.3 (2010), pp. 273-282.

1 Winfried Schulze organized a symposium on ego-documents as a category of source
material in Bad Homburg in 1992. The proceedings of this meeting were published under
the title Egodokumente. Anniherungen an den Menschen in der Geschichte? in 1996. While
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documents, Schulze understood any texts in which information about
historical actors is communicated. This definition explicitly includes
information not provided by the individuals themselves, but gathered by
a third party, for example in surveys, or offered involuntarily, for
example in court statements. Schulze’s approach has since met with
critique:*? One line of criticism, drawing on discourse analysis and de-
constructivist approaches, points out that any attempt of the
historiographer to access the individual experience of a historical subject
is in itself futile.”® In the context of these discussions, the very idea of a
coherent self was called into question, and identity was recognized as
permanently in flux, elusive and subject to changes.”* However, even if
one agrees with this criticism and accepts that ego-documents cannot be
understood as windows into individual, distinct experiences and
historical truths, they can still be fruitfully questioned about
constructions of the self (“Ich-Konstruktionen”), which are changing in
time.” It is these narrative constructions of the self that I am interested
in: I study the Bedirhani family history not to piece together the
historically truthful account of their trajectory (even though this in itself
would be worthwhile and certainly interesting). I use them as an
example to understand ideas about identity in the period of transition

between imperial and post-imperial life worlds. Studying the personal

Schulze’s introduction has since been widely cited by scholars from an array of disciplines,
it tends to be forgotten that not all of the contributors to the volume were satisfied with his
definition of the concept “ego-documents.” Some authors, among them Gabriele Jancke
and James S. Amelang, took an outspokenly critical stance in their own essays in the same
volume. See Greyerz, “Ego-Documents,” p. 279.

%2 Andreas Rutz, , Ego-Dokumente oder Ich-Konstruktion? Selbstzeugnisse als Quellen zur
Erforschung des frithneuzeitlichen Menschen.” In: zeitenblicke 1.2 (2002),
http://www.zeitenblicke.historicum.net/2002/02 /rutz/

index.html, last accessed in January 2015 and Greyerz, “Ego-Documents,” pp. 273-282.

% Joan W. Scott, “The Evidence of Experience.” In: Critical Inquiry 17.4 (1991), pp. 773-797,
and Philipp Sarasin, Geschichtswissenschaft und Diskursanalyse (Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp,
2003), pp. 10-60.

9 A related but more pragmatic reservation about the use of ego-documents as sources
about individual historical experiences concerns the question of authenticity, which is not
always easy to establish.

% Rutz, ,Ego-Dokumente oder Ich-Konstruktion? p. 10.
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narratives of members of the Bedirhani family over the late 19 and
early 20" centuries provides insights into mentalities and systems of
meaning prevalent at the time. It illustrates how personal experience
was engaging with broader patterns of discourse.”® Narratives of the self
can productively be analyzed for inherent contradictions and silences.®’
This, however, is more complicated than it sounds, as it cannot be
assumed that actors are, at the time of writing about their past
experience, able to recreate and access meanings and belief systems they
have since ceased to identify with.”® The task had hand thus resembles
that of the archaeologist, identifying and sorting out layers of meaning.?
In sum, “[tlhe purpose of reading personal narratives, then, is not to
recover a more authentic non-discursive voice of subjects, but to use
personal narratives to see as far as possible how people worked their way
through dimensions of norms and relationships, through conflicting
demands, ambivalent fears and emotions, how men and women gave
these meaning, what narrative forms this took and what this meant in a

particular context.”1%

A second line of criticism was aimed at the concept of “ego-documents”
itself: As a category of source material, it was perceived to be too broad,
including heterogeneous materials and posing methodological
challenges, especially with regards to the question of authorship. It was
questioned whether it makes sense to subsume autobiographical writing
and documents authored for instance by state authorities under the
same category. Some critics maintained that the term “ego-documents”
was a particularly unfortunate choice of terminology, as it is quickly

associated with Freudian psychology and might convey the rather naive

% Rutz, ,Ego-Dokumente oder Ich-Konstruktion?, p. 18.

7 Rutz, ,Ego-Dokumente oder Ich-Konstruktion?, p. 15.

% This phenomenon has, for instance, been observed with regards to memoirs of active
Nazi supporters after the divide of 1945, see Fulbrook & Rublack, “In Relation, p. 266.

% For this image, see Fulbrook & Rublack, “In Relation,” p. 267.

190 Fulbrook & Rublack, “In Relation,” p. 271.

59



notion that ego-documents offered access to an individual psyche and
could thus easily lend themselves to a sort of psycho-historical musings.
In view of this critique, some historians have preferred to stick to the
notion of “Selbstzeugnisse” instead, commonly translated as “personal
narrative” or “self-narrative” in English.”101 All these terms, however, are
not unproblematic in themselves. For my purposes, the notion of
“personal narrative” falls short, as it applies only to a subset of sources
on the family history at my disposal. It does not include petitions or
testimonies and other information recorded in court documents, as they
are not authored by the self in question. A large and interesting part of
my source material on the Bedirhani family deals with a court case and
its consequences for the family members in Istanbul in 1906 — to be able
to include this information and read the courtroom reporting along with
personal narratives, I prefer to stick with the broader concept of “ego-
documents.”'2 T am aware of its shortcomings and hope to mitigate
them in two respects: For one, I look at a group of individuals, who
engage time and again with broadly the same historical narrative and
alter it to their specific purposes. There are many voices and much room
and material for fruitful cross-reading and comparisons. Secondly, as my
story plays out in the late 19" century rather than in early-modern
Europe, there is ample additional material on my protagonists and their
trajectories, in the Ottoman archives, in the documents of foreign
consulates and in memoirs penned by contemporaries. It is therefore

possible to contextualize and evaluate the personal accounts given by

101 Greyerz, “Ego-Documents,” p. 281. Another, less frequently encountered translation is
“testimonies to the self,” see Fulbrook & Rublack, “In Relation,” p. 263. Benigna von
Krusenstjern defined self-narratives  (“Selbstzeugnisse“) as characterized by
“Selbstthematisierung durch ein explizites Selbst,“ Benigna von Krusenstjern, ,Was sind
Selbstzeugnisse? Begriffskritische und quellenkundliche Uberlegungen anhand von
Beispielen aus dem 17. Jahrhundert.” In: Historische Anthropologie 2.3 (1994), pp. 462-471,
see p. 463: ,Um ein Selbstzeugnis handelt es sich also dann, wenn die
Selbstthematisierung durch ein explizites Selbst geschieht.”

102 Benigna von Krusenstjern makes clear that the terms ego-document and self-narrative
are not mutually exclusive alternative, but that the difference is gradual, in the sense that
personal narratives are a specific category of ego-documents. Krusenstjern, ,Was sind
Selbstzeugnisse?“
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family members on the family history and trace, to some extent, the

genealogies of different narratives.!%3

Behind the search for a precise terminology lurks the larger question of
how to usefully identify and define a body of sources, what to include
and what to exclude, and where to draw the line in a conceptually
sensible way. Where am I drawing my lines in the case of sources on the
Bedirhani family? I cast my net as wide as possible, working with a
broad concept of ego-documents that includes not only narratives
authored by the self, but also accounts on the self by other actors and
institutions. In social anthropological works on memory and transition,
the anonymity of the informants who are still alive is assured through
the use of pseudonyms. Engaging with the history of a particular family
which is still not only well-known but actively involved in current
politics, I have no choice but to disclose names and additional data like
marriage connections. At the same time, I am not in every case able to
assure the consent of the individuals concerned or their descendants.
This dilemma is one of the reasons for me, in addition to analytical
considerations, to conclude my analysis of the Bedirhani family history
with the outbreak of the Second World War.

1.4.3. Qualitative Network Analysis

The network approach fulfills a double purpose for this study. First of
all, it matters as an underlying theoretical assumption: Network analysis
departs from the notion that social relations and identity are interrelated:
Networks provide material, social and emotional resources and map out
different options for decisions about self. Reducing complex social

realities to meaningful structures, networks help actors to position

103 Fulbrook & Rublack, “In Relation,” p. 266.
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themselves and make sense of the world.!®* From the 1970s onward,
network structures have increasingly been understood and described as
complex, dynamic and ever-changing entities. Jeremy Boissevain
suggested to approach actors as entrepreneurs who act within and
manipulate network structures to their individual benefit. According to
Boissevain’s model, network structures describe options individuals
perceive, interact with and modify at given points in time.!% In a similar
vein, Dietmar Rothermund conceptualized networks as dynamic results

of ongoing negotiations between individuals.!*

Roman Loimeier and Stefan Reichmuth pointed out the general use of
the network approach for the study of Islamic societies.!®” A number of
researchers have since picked up on their suggestions and fruitfully
applied network approaches to Middle Eastern history, among them
Thomas Eich!®® and Jan-Peter Hartung!'® in their studies on the ego-

networks of individual protagonists, Bekim Agai in his study on the

104 Tdentititsarbeit braucht soziale Netzwerke, da diese materielle, emotionale und soziale
Ressourcen zur Verfiigung stellen, Optionen fiir Identititsentwiirfe und -projekte
eréffnen und die Komplexitit der sozialen Welt durch die Vermittlung von
Relevanzstrukturen reduzieren,“ Heiner Keupp (ed.), Identititskonstruktionen. Das
Patchwork der Identititen in der Spdtmoderne (Reinbeck bei Hamburg: Rowohlt, 2002
[1999]), p. 169.

195 Jeremy Boissevain, Friends of Friends. Networks, Manipulators, and Coalitions (Oxford:
Blackwell, 1974), pp. 4-21. Boissevain departs from the earlier model of structural-
functionalist network analysis, which did not account for dynamics within network
structures and the interactions between actors and their options within the network.

196 Dietmar Rothermund, ,Globalgeschichte als Interaktionsgeschichte. Von der
auflereuropiischen Geschichte zur Globalgeschichte,” in: Birgit Schibler (ed.), Area
Studies und die Welt. Weltregionen und die neue Globalgeschichte (Wien: Mandelbaum Verlag,
2007), p. 199.

197 Roman Loimeier & Stefan Reichmuth, ,Zur Dynamik Religi6s-Politischer Netzwerke in
Muslimischen Gesellschaften.“ In: Die Welt des Islams 36.2 (1996), pp. 145-185.

1% Thomas Eich, Aba-l-Huda as-Sayyadi. Eine Studie zur Instrumentalisierung sufischer
Netzwerke und genealogischer Kontroversen im spitosmanischen Reich (Berlin: Klaus Schwarz,
2003).

199 Jan-Peter Hartung, Viele Wege und Ein Ziel. Leben und Wirken von Sayyid Aba I-Hasan
‘Ali Al-Hasani Nadwi (1914-1999) (Wiirzburg: Ergon, 2004).

62



0and

network structures through which the Giilen movement operates,!!
Henning Sievert with a focus on relations between center and
periphery.!!! With regard to the history of the late Ottoman Empire and
the transition period from empire to nation states, Michael Meeker!!2
and Resat Kasaba'!® have argued for general continuity in network
structures between late Ottoman and post-imperial times. Hakan Ozoglu
brought forward a similar argument for the specific case of Ottoman-
Kurdish notables who became engaged with Kurdish nationalism in the
late 19" century. He found that in their commitment to the new
common cause, they drew extensively on existing imperial network

structures.!'*

Second, a qualitative network approach constitutes a methodological
choice, suggesting a particular type of data collection and analysis.
Relations between individuals can be mapped out, described and
interpreted. Patters and connections will emerge that ask for further
explanation. In addition, network structures change over time — how and
why they do so is also part of the questions I ask. One central advantage
of a network perspective is that patterns and relevant links emerge from
the data instead of being preconceived. This brings a relative openness
to the analysis, which is useful for investigation of a time period marked
by ruptures and transition like the one experienced by members of the
Bedirhani family after the breakdown of the Ottoman Empire. Network

structures are understood here as a pool of potential connections that

110 Bekim Agai, Zwischen Netzwerk und Diskurs: das Bildungsnetzwerk um Fethullah Giilen
(geb. 1938) : die flexible Umsetzung modernen islamischen Gedankenguts (Schenefeld: EB-
Verlag, 2004).

1 Henning Sievert, Zwischen Arabischer Provinz und Hoher Pforte. Beziehungen, Bildung
und Politik des osmanischen Biirokraten Ragib Mehmed Pasa (st. 1763) (Wiirzburg: Ergon,
2008).

112 Meeker, A Nation of Empire.

113 Resat Kasaba, “Dreams of Empire, Dreams of Nations,” in: Joseph W. Esherick (ed.),
Empire to Nation. Historical Perspectives on the Making of the Modern World (Lanham:
Rowman & Littlefield, 2006), pp. 198-228.

14 Ozoglu, Kurdish Notables, pp. 87-117.
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can be mobilized and deemphasized and thus indicate options and
potentialities available to a person at a given point in time. A qualitative
network approach alone, however, is not sufficient for the analysis of
elements of continuity and change in the collective historical trajectory
of the Bedirhani family. Therefore, an analysis of collective and — in
selected case studies like that of Kamuran Bedirhan in chapter 5 — also
individual ego-networks is cross-read with changing descriptions of the
self which are taken from a variety of ego-documents authored by
members of the Bedirhani family at different times. The qualitative
network analysis is meant to meaningfully supplement the textual
analysis, thereby helping to put assumptions and hypotheses about
Ottoman-Kurdish identity on firmer ground. Qualitative network
analysis of historical situations comes with a number of limitations:
Networks are snapshots of social worlds at given points in time, they are
not fixed. As the density of source material on the Bedirhani family
varies, information on network structures is often sparse. Combined
with other data about personal trajectories and historical context,
however, a focus on networks adds an element of surprise to the
analysis, as networks often cut across preconceived corporate identities
like ethnicity, religion or class and point to interesting or unexpected

connections.

2. Bedirhani Family History

Why do I focus on an entire family, rather than follow the trajectory and
analyze the writings of one key actor instead as he or she navigates the
period of transition under scrutiny here? There are numerous
personalities, both from within and beyond the Bedirhani family, which
suggest themselves as highly interesting and meaningful examples for a

study of the complexities of Ottoman-Kurdish identity and the changes it
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underwent in post-imperial times. Ottoman-Kurdish biographies are
understudied, and there is no shortage of material to bring to the
discussion of Ottoman-Kurdish identity. My decision to give preference
to a collective biography over the in-depth and detailed study of an

individual trajectory thus calls for some words of explanation.

2.1. Thick Descriptions of the Everyday

An evident advantage of looking at the Bedirhani family as a collective
rather than selecting an individual trajectory from their midst is the
increased quantity and density of source material available. An inclusive
approach seems best suited for the kind of “thick description” in the
sense of Clifford Geertz that I attempt here. Looking at the experiences
of concrete historical actors in particular circumstances lends some
counterbalance to the otherwise very abstract, ephemeral notion of
continuities that is at the basis of my research interest. Studying a family
instead of an individual trajectory allows access to a micro-level of daily
lives!’® which has so far not been in the focus of research on the
Bedirhani family. Until now, selected individual family members have
been studied as political actors or intellectuals, largely in isolation of the
rest of their family. Looking at the entire family, however, allows to
include perspectives of less prominent members, also of children and
women, to learn as much as possible about living conditions, material
environments and household structures family members were dealing
with. A focus on the family as a collective enables a study of the life
worlds of an Ottoman-Kurdish elite, rather than making a contribution

to a discussion of the emergence of Kurdish nationalist politics.

115 For the notion of Alltagsgeschichte and its impact on Ottoman history, see Ulrike Freitag
& Nora Lafi, “Daily Life and Family in an Ottoman Urban Context: Historiographical
Stakes and New Research Perspectives.” In: The History of the Family 16.2 (2011), pp. 80-87.

65



Studying the Bedirhanis as a family rather than isolating individual
members for an analysis not at last suggests itself from the
contemporary source material available. Logics of kinship are at work in
the writings of the Bedirhanis and their contemporaries, as well as in the
Ottoman state’s dealings with family members, both in discourse and in
practice. Kinship relations and kinship metaphors play an important role
in the strategies and horizons of expectations of members of the
Bedirhani family. The concrete terminology used in describing the
Bedirhani family, by themselves and others, will be explored below. The
family is not only a unit of analysis to study late Ottoman ideas of social
hierarchy and organization, it is also a framework to trace processes of
change and transition. I depart from the notion that larger political,
social and economic changes are mirrored in changes on the level of the
family, in marriage patterns, in choices about residence, the distribution
of power and management of property.!'® Changes within the family are
linked to wider social developments and therefore offer an arena to study
change. Much clearer than in an individual case study, the different
trajectories of family members point to the plurality of options available,

contributing to a non-linear understanding of social change.'!’

2.2. The Benefit of Comparisons

My first consideration is that added value lies in the possibility to
compare particular developments as they play out in different
biographical trajectories. I depart from the notion that members of the
Bedirhani family had similar resources at their disposal as far as
economic wealth, accessible network structures, education and not at

last prestige and legitimation among Kurdish and other social groups

116 Margaret L. Meriwether, The Kin Who Count. Family and Society in Ottoman Aleppo,
1770-1840 (Austin: Univ. of Texas Press, 1999), p. 6.

177 Beshara Doumani (ed.), Family History in the Middle East. Houschold, Property, and
Gender (Albany: State Univ. of New York Press, 2003), pp. 1-2.
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throughout and even beyond the Ottoman Empire were concerned. The
biographies of family members — which, in spite of similar starting
points, played out in markedly different ways — can be understood as
“laboratories,” suggesting and providing detail on a variety of possible or
conceivable trajectories and pointing to decisive factors which shaped
these trajectories at different points in time. A key theoretical concept
facilitating these comparisons is the idea of generations. The concept of
generations in history, which originated in sociology as an alternative or
complementary unit of analysis to class, religion and ethnicity,''® has
been criticized as it assumes a link between the rhythms of genealogical
succession and patterns of social change. Understood this way, the
concept is indeed of little explanatory value in my case.!'® However, for a
study of processes of transition and their repercussions on the micro-
level, in the everyday lives of historical actors, an idea of generations
seems useful and necessary. Some qualifications are therefore in order:
First, I understand a generation not as a genealogical or biological unit,
but as a social phenomenon. As such, it brings the social age of actors as
they experience certain key historical events into focus.'? This means,
for instance, that the age of the protagonists in 1908, as they witnessed
the Constitutional Revolution in the Ottoman Empire, mattered, shaping
their perceptions of the event in different ways. In the case of the
Bedirhani family, where most other variables locating the family
members in a social coordinate system, like class and economic
resources, social standing and religious prestige, ethnicity and education
were more or less the same, the fact that actors belonged to different age
groups and thus experienced and remembered events differently

emerges as a major factor in explaining difference in the trajectories of

118 Karl Mannheim, “The Sociological Problem of Generations,” in: Idem, Essays on the
Sociology of Knowledge (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1952), pp. 276-320.

9 For a comprehensive critique, see Hans Jaeger, “Generations in History: Reflections on
a Controversial Concept.” In: History and Theory 24.3 (1985), pp. 273-292.

120 Mary Fulbrook, Dissonant Lives. Generations and Violence Through the German
Dictatorships (Oxford Univ. Press, 2011), pp. 1-23, Fulbrook uses a similar understanding
of social generations in her study of processes of transition in 20%-century Germany.
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family members who started out from an otherwise structurally very
similar position. Understood as a non-linear, social phenomenon, the
concept of generations and the idea of looking into how different age
groups within the family experienced certain developments also helps to
mitigate an otherwise overly chronological explanatory framework:
Rather than looking into the Bedirhani family’s history decade by
decade, suggesting a false sense of causality between chronologically
subsequent events, the same time period of the early 1900s appears
markedly different when the experiences of Bedri Paga Bedirhan, in his
early fifties at the time, and his son-in-law Mehmed Salih Bedirhan, who

was then in his twenties, are compared.

2.3.  Provincializing Transition?

Inspired by post-colonial theory and in particular drawing on the idea of
provincializing in historiography as it was brought forward by Dipesh
Chakrabarty and others,'?! it has been suggested to look at the history of
the Ottoman Empire from the angle of provinces to better understand
the empire on the whole. Understood in this theoretical context, a
“province” is not necessarily a geographical location, but can describe
any domain which provides a prism to study how processes and
developments relevant in the larger context of the Ottoman Empire
played out on a smaller scale, in the vernacular of a particular locality or
context. It has been argued that looking at the empire through the prism
of a province (understood in this particular way) provides an opportunity
to understand better how the empire at large functioned.!?? 1 suggest
that the Bedirhani family can be a “province” in this particular sense of

the term: A prism to study the late Ottoman Empire, along with

121 Dipesh Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe. Postcolonial Thought and Historical Difference
(Princeton Univ. Press, 2000).

122 Marc Aymes, A Provincial History of the Ottoman Empire. Cyprus and the Eastern
Mediterranean in the 19" Century (London: Routledge, 2014), p. 6.
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processes of transition occurring in its aftermath at large, and a
backdrop against which to analyze categories, scales and systems of

meaning at play.

Studying the complex case of an extended family instead of an abstract,
supposedly monolithic and homogeneous “Kurdish community” in the
Ottoman Empire provides a level of analysis that allows to investigate
and contextualize categories at play in describing late Ottoman society,
rather than merely adopting and reproducing these categories. The
trajectory of one particular family illustrates concrete interpretations of
group identity, along with its limits and inherent ambiguities. This
perspective points to a multiplicity of meanings of being “Kurdish” in
the late Ottoman period, as well as to the fact that Kurdishness as a
marker of identity coexisted with other ideas about the self, among them
religious identity, local affiliations or the sense of belonging to a certain
economic, social or professional environment. In consequence, such
meanings of identifying as Kurdish are difficult for historians to recreate
— and any research which relies on the category of a predefined
“Ottoman-Kurdish community” as a starting point for further
investigations is charged with an epistemological problem: How can it
be avoided to project back meanings attached to being Kurdish today,
along with contemporary markers of Kurdishness, such as language,
territory of origin etc., into a historical context in which being Kurdish
might have meant entirely different things?!?*> Zooming in on a less
preconceived group like the Bedirhani family offers an opportunity to
ask about different ideas about being Kurdish, along with their limits
and alternatives at play in the family’s history. These, along with time

frames and spatial categories, can and will differ from standard

123 To illustrate this point with one example: While today Kurdish language is an important
marker of Kurdish identity, in the early 20® century, some Kurdish activists argued that a
Kurdish state or autonomous region might fare better if it adopted Persian as a common
language, MAE-Nantes, Syrie-Liban, carton 569, Ottoman pamphlet dating from July 18,
1921.
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historiography of the late Ottoman period, adding to our understanding
processes of identity formation and ideas about the self and belonging in
the respective time period. Drawing on the concrete example of the
collective history of the Bedirhani family, in other words, allows for a

124

grounded theory'“* of being Kurdish in the late Ottoman Empire and the

subsequent period of transition.

One problem with “Kurdish” as an analytical category is that it comes
with a number of preconceptions: If Kurds are included in the
historiography of the Ottoman Empire at all, they often appear at or even
embody themselves the margins or the periphery of the empire, being
perceived and depicted as the nomadic and tribal “other” to an
increasingly centralizing Ottoman state. Such a perspective has the
merit of helping us to understand Ottoman centralization efforts and
their limits, as the work of Janet Klein and others has aptly shown.!?
The approach does, however, less of a good job in making us realize that
individuals of Kurdish background were also an integral part of the
Ottoman state bureaucracy and key actors not merely in the borderlands,
but in the imperial capital and in the different provincial centers as well.
The Bedirhani case can add evidence to the scholarly discussion of
Ottoman centralization processes, and the defeat of Emir Bedirhan by
the Ottoman army in 1847 has indeed been studied in this context.!26
Looking into the fate of the Bedirhani family after their being sent into
exile, however, illustrates how Ottoman centralization policies involved

not only coercion but also negotiation and bargaining on the part of the

124 Jason Seaman, “Adopting a Grounded Theory Approach to Cultural-Historical
Research: Conlflicting Methodologies or Complementary Methods?” In: International
Journal of Qualitative Methods 7.1 (2008), pp. 1-17.

125 Janet Klein, The Margins of Empire. Kurdish Militias in the Ottoman Tribal Zone (Stanford
Univ. Press, 2011).

126 See for example Suavi Aydin & Jelle Verheij, “Confusions of the Cauldron. Some Notes
on Ethno-Religious Groups, Local Powers and the Ottoman State in Diyarbekir Province,
1800-1870,” in Joost Jongerden & Jelle Verheij (eds.), Social Relations in Ottoman
Diyarbekir, 1870-1915 (Leiden et al.: Brill, 2012), pp. 15-54.
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Ottoman state: Instead of completely crushing the family, the authorities
instead tried to discipline and win over members of the Bedirhani family
— with considerable success, as the careers of a number of family
members in the Ottoman civil service and military indicate. One can
take the case of the Bedirhani family one step further, beyond a history
of Ottoman Kurdishness solely perceived in the context of Ottoman state
centralization and start to study Ottoman Kurds in their own right,
asking what they thought of themselves, what being Kurdish meant at
different points in time and how actors negotiated other aspects of their
identity in relation to it. This perspective makes visible how actors of
Kurdish background were not merely managed and acted upon by others
in the social or geographical margins of the empire, but were actors
themselves, disposing of agency in the process of shaping Ottoman state

politics.

In sum, studying the history of the Bedirhani family as a “provincial”
history offers an opportunity to explore ambiguities and contradictions
inherent in their ways to position and redefine themselves over the late
Ottoman and post-imperial period in productive ways, instead of
glossing over these details by using a broad and already fixed category
like Ottoman-Kurdish identity. In this sense, studying the Bedirhani
family history also allows to ask about the processes of knowledge

production and categories like “Kurdish.”

There are two things to be cautious of: First, in focusing on the collective
history of the Bedirhanis in this way, internal diversities and
heterogeneities are not to be overlooked. As their historical trajectory will
provide ample evidence of, the Bedirhani family was often perceived as a
closely-knit group with common, monolithic interests. On occasion,
members themselves had an interest in presenting the family in this
manner to their environment. Yet, numerous fault lines and splits

internally divided the family into different factions and interest
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groups.'?’” T do not find it useful to apply terms like “clan” to describe the

Bedirhani family,!?®

as such a choice of words reiterates a highly
problematic perception of the family as a homogeneous group with
common and unchanging interests. Adopting such a perspective of the
Bedirhanis as a monolithic collective actor with a single, shared agenda
comes close to what Rogers Brubaker has identified as “groupism” in his
discussion of ethnic identity. It comes at the considerable cost of being
inattentive to shifts, ambiguities, internal disagreements and
contradictions within the assumed collective.}?? In addition, words like
“clan” and similar vocabulary cannot be understood as neutral or
descriptive. On the contrary, different actors, some of them opponents of
the family, some of them family members themselves, make use of
kinship terminology for specific purposes, in specific conversations or
discourses which need to be identified. Second, the notion of family in
the Middle Eastern context as a monolithic, unchanging and all-
encompassing “traditional” structure which is opposed to modern
individualism is misleading and the choice to focus on a family as a unit
of analysis in my work is by no means guided by this idea or meant to
reproduce it. On the contrary, as the case studies discussed here will
show, the Bedirhani family is a complex and multi-layered entity which
includes a fair share of disagreement among its members, along with

differing, at times even opposing loyalties and individual ambitions.

127 Julie Bouchain, Juden in Syrien. Aufstieg und Niedergang der Familie Farhi von 1740 bis
1995 (Hamburg: Lit Verlag, 1996), p. 51 observes a similar tendency to perceive an
extended family as a homogeneous entity in her own work.

128 See e.g. Hilmar Kaiser, The Extermination of Armenians in the Diarbekir Region (Istanbul:
Bilgi Univ. Press, 2014), p. 7 and passim. Taken to its extremes, such a perspective
encourages conspiracy-like accounts on the family’s history, aimed at proving their
supposed influence and involvement everywhere throughout Turkish history by merely
pointing out relations or adherence to the family and assuming shared interest on this
basis only, for a notorious example, see Mahmut Cetin, Kart-Kurt Sesleri: Isyanci Bedirhan
Bey’in yaramaz gocuklary ve bir kardeslik poetikas: (Istanbul: Marifet Yayinlari, 2005).

129 Rogers Brubaker, Ethnicity Without Groups (Cambridge: Harvard Univ. Press, 2004), p.
8.
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2.4. “Family” as a Unit of Analysis in the Context of Ottoman-
Kurdish History

In the context of Middle Eastern history, family as a unit of analysis has

been described as “a nexus of emotion and interest,”!3?

polyactivité,”13!

as “espaces de
where economic activity, urban-rural connections,
innovations, professional culture, engagement with ideologies, among
many other things, can be observed, and as a framework and arena

where a “micropolitique de la famille”!3?

plays out. Leila Hudson
conceptualized family as the product of discourses, as something
historical actors actively create through their actions, for different
reasons.!>3> Sometimes, this process includes outright genealogical
inventions. From such a perspective, it makes sense to ask why and how

actors decide to subscribe to such discourses.!3*

In Ottoman history, families as subjects of studies have long been of
secondary interest to historians,!*®* who considered other forms of social
organization as more relevant in the Ottoman context: Households,
patron-client relationships and slavery come to mind. Ottoman notable
families constitute an exception, as they have been identified as key
political and economic players in different local settings. Family is
anything but a universally applicable analytical category, and no general
consensus can be assumed about its meaning. Applying it uncritically
runs the risk of failing to account for non-western experiences and social

realities.’*® The concept of “family” is contingent to historical and

130 Doumani, Family History in the Middle East, p. 1.

131 Olivier Bouquet, “Famille, familles, grandes familles: une introduction.” In: Cahiers de
la Méditerranée 82 (2011), p. 193.

132 Bouquet, “Famille, familles, grandes familles,” p. 196.

133 Leila Hudson, Transforming Damascus: Space and Modernity in an Islamic City (London
et al.: I.B. Tauris, 2008), p. 68.

134 Bouquet, “Famille, familles, grandes familles,” pp. 201-202.

135 Bouquet, “Famille, familles, grandes familles,” p. 191.

136 Bouquet, “Famille, familles, grandes familles,” pp. 189-211.
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cultural contexts!?’

and cannot be translated into the framework of my
research without some clarifications on what is meant by “the Bedirhani
family” and who is understood to be part of it. The Kurdish concept mal
is generally translated as family, but is also applied to extended
household, in which not only blood relatives but also other dependents,
like adopted children, foster children (besleme) and servants live together
under the same roof.'3® Mal can also refer to a patrilineal kinship group
or even more generally to “a group of people who claim and recognize
kin links between themselves and who can trace their origins to a
specific common ancestor.”!** Membership to a mal is a crucial point of
reference to place individuals within the larger Kurdish community,
particularly in a tribal setting.'*” Another term that seems relevant in the
discussion about family identity in the Ottoman and Ottoman-Kurdish
context is the concept of hane: Omer Liitfi Barkan understood hane as a
household, in the sense of a group of people who formed an economic
(and taxable) unit, even though they were not necessarily living together

under the same roof.'*!

This applies to the case of the Bedirhani family,
as all sons of Emir Bedirhan also constituted an economic unit in some
sense: Vis-a-vis the Ottoman state authorities, all members shared
claims to the heritage and maas income which had been originally
awarded to Emir Bedirhan. On a daily basis, however, the Bedirhani
family was split up into a number of smaller households which were

constituted around the more senior sons of the emir.

137 David Warren Sabean & Simon Teuscher, “Introduction: Rethinking European Kinship:
Transregional and Transnational Families,” in: Christopher H. Johnson, David Warren
Sabean, Simon Teuscher & Francesca Trivellato (eds.), Transregional and Transnational
Families in Europe and Beyond (New York et al.: Berghahn Books, 2011), pp. 1-22.

138 For a discussion of mal and Kurdish household structures, see Martin Strohmeier &
Lale Yal¢in-Heckmann, Die Kurden, 31 ed. (Miinchen: Beck, 2010), pp. 202-206.

139 Lale Yalgin-Heckmann, Tribe and Kinship among the Kurds (Frankfurt a.M. et al.: Peter
Lang, 1991), p. 98.

%0 yalgin-Heckmann, Tribe and Kinship, p. 99.

"1 Bouquet, “Famille, familles, grandes familles,” p. 199, and Omer Liitfi Barkan,
“Research on the Ottoman Fiscal Surveys,” in: Michael Cook (ed.), Studies in the Economic
History of the Middle East From the Rise of Islam to the Present Day (London: Oxford Univ.
Press, 1970), pp. 163-171.
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The Bedirhani family needs to be understood here as a political, social
and economic unit rather than merely a genealogically defined group of
individuals. This understanding comes close to the concept of household
which has been productively applied to the study of Ottoman provincial
contexts in the 17" and 18" centuries.!*? The concept of household
frames Bedirhani family politics as attempts to exploit available
resources, relying on patronage networks, marriage politics and other,
chiefly economic strategies aimed at increasing the wealth and influence
of the family. At the same time, this understanding allows to include
members of the family who were not blood relatives but rather
dependents and followers of some sort into the analysis. Very generally,
Ottoman families were organized along patriarchal lines. The Ottoman
family’s traditional order and regime of authority, however, experienced
mounting pressure as the 19" century proceeded, emerging as a
battlefield of different ideas about society.!** This trends also played out
in the history of the Bedirhani family.

2.5. Hep Bedirhanilar'la baslamisti mi? Trends in the Existing

Research on the Bedirhani Family

A number of researchers have looked into the history of the Bedirhani
family. Many of the most well-read works on the family history were
written from a perspective of Kurdish nationalist history, keen to depict
members of the family as heroes and forerunners of the Kurdish
nationalist movement of the early 20" century. The very first publication

on the family history of the Bedirhanis, however, predates Kurdish

142 Jane Hathaway, The Politics of Households in Ottoman Egypt. The Rise of the Qazdaghs
(Cambridge Univ. Press, 1997), pp. 21-24; Dina Rizk Khoury, State and Provincial Society in
the Ottoman Empire. Mosul 1540-1834 (Cambridge Univ. Press, 1997), and Thomas Lier,
Haushalte und Haushaltspolitik in Bagdad 1704-1831 (Wiirzburg: Ergon, 2004), pp. 1-13.

3 Bouquet, “Famille, familles, grandes familles,” p. 197. Generational conflict within the
Bedirhani family, notably between Bedri Paga and Mehmed Salih Bedirhan aptly illustrates
that.
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nationalist historiography: A thin volume with the title Emir Bedirhan
was published in Ottoman Turkish in Egypt at some point after 1906.144
The author, who signed his work only with the alias Liitfi, has since been
identified as Liceli Ahmed Ramiz.!*® Ahmed Ramiz lived in exile in
Egypt in Hamidian times and returned to Istanbul when the Ottoman
constitution was re-installed in 1908. He was an active member of
Ottoman-Kurdish intellectual circles in Istanbul in the early 20" century.
He would have been personally acquainted with a number of Bedirhani
family members, as he was, along with Emin Ali Bey Bedirhan, among
the founding figures of the Kiirt Te'aviin ve Terakki Cemiyeti (Kurdish
Society for Mutual Aid and Progress) in 1908. Ahmed Ramiz’ account of
the Bedirhani family history is of particular interest, as it predates the
narrative of Emir Bedirhan as a forerunner and founding father of
Kurdish nationalism and instead presents a story geared towards
Ottoman imperial discourses about identity, depicting Emir Bedirhan as

an eager Ottoman reformer.

Narratives of the family history were historically contingent and subject
to change. With the emergence of a Kurdish national history, members
of the Bedirhani family made an effort to write their own history into
this account, giving it as prominent a place as possible. The history of
the Bedirhani family in the Emirate of Bohtan, reaching back to the 16

century when they were among a handful of chosen local rulers granted

% Tiitfi [Liceli Ahmed Ramiz], Emir Bedirhan (Cairo [?]: Matba‘a-y1 Ictihad, no date).
Ahmed Ramiz was the owner of the Matba‘a-y1 Ictihad publishing house, which also
published works and translations by Abdullah Cevdet and Siileyman Nazif.

%5 Rohat Alakom, Eski Istanbul Kiirtleri (Istanbul: Avesta Yayinlari, 2011 [1998]), p. 124.
According to Wedat Kaymak, Les Eternels Exilés. Bréve Biographic de 93 Personnalités Kurdes
(Paris: Association des cineastes kurdes en exil, 1990), p. 21, Ahmed Ramiz (Liceli or also
Kiirdizade) lived between 1878 and 1940. A supporter of the Young Turk movement, he
spent some time in exile in Egypt after 1904 and returned after the Constitutional
Revolution to become involved with the Kiirt Te‘aviin ve Terakki Cemiyeti in Istanbul.
Between 1911 and 1912, he was exiled to Kastamonu by the CUP government. In the
aftermath of the Sheikh Sa‘id rebellion, Ahmed Ramiz left Turkey for Syria in 1925. He
passed away in Damascus in 1940.
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special privileges and autonomy by Sultan Selim I. in the aftermath of
the Battle of Caldiran, remained an important source of status for family
members into the 20" century. In particular in the context of the
emerging Kurdish nationalist movement, having a prominent part in
what was cast as Kurdish national history was a source of prestige and
frequently referred to by members of the family. In Syria and Lebanon
during the French mandate period, when Celadet and Kamuran
Bedirhan were in close contact with French Orientalists like Thomas
Bois and Roger Lescot, a particular version of the earlier family history
emerged: For one, this version stressed that the Emir Bedirhan would
not have been defeated, were it not for a betrayal from within his own
ranks. Second, the time of Emir Bedirhan and his descendants in exile is
depicted as a period of misery and suffering. Both Thomas Bois and the
two Bedirhani brothers themselves repeatedly claimed that the relations
between the Bedirhanis and the Ottoman state were rather hostile and
that the family members lived as hostages in the Ottoman capital.®
This narrative fits only with great difficulty with the flourishing imperial

careers of several members of the Bedirhani family.

This boundedness in time of the narrative of Bedirhani family history
which is most familiar to readers and researchers today becomes
obvious once other, earlier narratives of the family’s trajectory are
brought into the analysis. Liitfi [Ahmed Ramiz] prominently described
the success Emir Bedirhan had as a just and able governor and energetic
reformer in his area of influence in Eastern Anatolia.'*” Emir Bedirhan,
who allegedly organized the military administration, the treasury and
fiscal affairs and the religious leadership in the Emirate of Bohtan

according to the standards of modern governance and installed a council

%6 Thomas Bois, Connaissances des Kurdes (Beirut: Khayats, 1965), p. 86. Bois worked in
close cooperation with Kamuran Bedirhan on issues of Kurdish history and also recorded
parts of Kamuran’s biography. Bois’ narrative of the history of the Emirate of Bohtan and
the Bedirhani family was therefore likely informed by Kamuran Bedirhan.

¥ Lutfi, Emir Bedirhan, pp. 12-13.
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(meclis) to assist and advise the government, was depicted in this account
as an unlikely example for a modernizer and Tanzimat reformer. Liitfi
also stressed that Emir Bedirhan succeeded in installing an
administration which was in tune with both modern reform politics and
the demands of Islamic religious law.*® A particular interesting turn of
phrase in this regard is Lutfi’s claim that during Emir Bedirhan’s reign,
the rule of justice made considerable progress in the realm of his
influence. Lutfi judged Emir Bedirhan by the standards of the Ottoman
reform movement.!*® In the same passage, Lutfi used other expressions
which also played an eminent role in the Ottoman discourse about
modern administration from the mid-19" century onwards: With his
rule, the emir restored calm (asayis) and internal order (intizam-
dahiliye) and subdued the unruly tribes of the area.’® This is a narrative
which one would expect to feature an Ottoman reformer of the type of
Midhat Pasa as its protagonist, not a tribal leader like Emir Bedirhan,
who was in many other accounts on the receiving end of administrative
measures to establish peace and control. All these elements of Emir
Bedirhan’s (imagined) biography were not emphasized in any of the
later accounts on his life and deeds which were authored after the
collapse of the Ottoman Empire. When Liitfi was writing his account, at
some point after 1906, however, Ottoman-Kurdish actors imagined their
future and their past as firmly entangled with the imperial framework
and according to imperial ideals and standards. One such ideal, in
particular for Ottoman-Kurdish intellectuals in opposition to the
authoritarian rule of Sultan Abdillhamid II and supportive of the
reformers of the mid-19t™ century, was the Ottoman reform movement.
Emir Bedirhan and, by proxy, his descendants were included into a

broader invented tradition of reformism and opposition to the sultan, an

8 Luitfi, Emir Bedirhan, p. 13.
 Liitfi, Emir Bedirhan, p. 13, “ ... zaman-1 hitkimetinde ‘adalet o derege ileri gitmisti ki,

150 Listfi, Emir Bedirhan, p. 15.
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inclusive tradition which extended beyond the Ottoman-Kurdish
community. Emir Bedirhan was, in other words, depicted as the better

and more modern Ottoman reformer compared to the sultan.!>!

The Bedirhani family members themselves were keen to influence how
their past was represented by historians. They likely impacted the
account of Ahmed Ramiz’ Emir Bedirhan and their influence can be
demonstrated with even greater certainty in the case of another early
account of the Bedirhani family history. This much cited, although
seriously flawed and overly embellished narrative with a focus on the
trajectory of Emir Bedirhan himself, was provided by Ibrahim Alaettin
Govsa (1889-1949) in his Tiirk Meshurlar Ansiklopedisi of 1946.152
Govsa’s whitewashed account of how Emir Bedirhan and Sultan
Abdiillmecid supposedly met and conversed politely was also transmitted
by members of the Bedirhani family themselves.!>® It seems to have
been the accepted version after the turn of the century, suggesting that
inventions and embellishments were not mere products of the fantasy of
Govsa, but integral part of the story family members and others in the
know would have told the historian. Like Ahmed Ramiz, Govsa was
close to the Bedirhani family, his wife was a daughter of Hasan Bey
Bedirhan.

In later accounts, Kurdish uprisings prior to the revolt of Emir Bedirhan
in 1847 and non-Bedirhani actors were pushed to the margins or entirely

silenced in the narrative, with the purpose of telling Kurdish history

151 Kurdish nationalist historiography has retained this image of Emir Bedirhan as a
modern ruler, leaving out the reference to the context of Ottoman reform prevalent in
Liitfi’s account. See Celilé Celil, XIX. Yiizyil Osmanh [mparatorlugu’nda Kiirtler (Ankara:
Ozge Yaymnlari, 1992), pp. 127-135, and Kemal Burkay, Gegmisten Bugiine Kiirtler ve
Kiirdistan (Istanbul: Denk Yayinlari, 1997), p. 355.

152 Tbrahim Alaettin Govsa, Tiirk Meshurlar Ansiklopedisi (Istanbul: Yedigiin Nesriyati,
1946), p. 312. See the critique of Ahmet Kardam, Cizre-Bohtan beyi Bedirhan: Siirgiin Yillar
(Ankara: Dipnot Yayinlari, 2013), pp. 64-65.

153 Abdurrezzak Bedirhan, Otobiyografya, transl. Hasan Cuni (Istanbul: Peri Yaynlari,
2000), pp. 11-12.
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essentially as a history of the Emirate of Bohtan and the Bedirhani
family. This, however, has not always been the case, but can be
identified as a phenomenon dating to the early 20" century. In 1919, the
British military official Major Noel began his account on Kurdish
national history not with the later inescapable Emir Bedirhan and his
fight for Kurdish autonomy against the Ottomans in Bohtan. Instead,
Noel chose a chronological approach, starting his historical account with
a Kurdish uprising in Rawanduz in 1834 and continuing with a second
Kurdish revolt in the district of Siileymaniye in 1843. It is only then and
in the context of these previous events that the uprising of Emir
Bedirhan is mentioned, albeit described as “the most important
rebellion.”’®* Noel chose this way of rendering Kurdish history
chronologically rather than focusing mainly on the activities of Emir
Bedirhan, in spite of the fact that Celadet and Kamuran Bedirhan were
among his closest informants during his journey in Kurdistan in 1919.
This might indicate that at that point in time, a narrative of Kurdish
history which privileged the history of the Emirate of Bohtan and which
the two Bedirhani brothers were later publicly promoting in their

publications had not taken its final shape yet.

What can be regarded as today’s standard narrative of the history of the
Bedirhani family dates back to the second half of the 20™ century. In
Chris Kutschera’s work on the history of Kurdish nationalism from
1979, Emir Bedirhan is cast as “le pére du nationalisme kurde.”153
Preparing his book, Kutschera interviewed Kamuran Bedirhan in Paris.
In consequence, elements of Kamuran’s own narrative of the history of
the Bedirhanis and the place of the family in the larger context of
Kurdish history made it into the book. Central to this particular narrative

was the idea that Emir Bedirhan was the most prominent hero and

134 FO 608/95, Major Noel, “Notes on the Kurdish Situation,” report dated July 18, 1919,
pp. 4-5.
155 Chris Kutschera, Le Mouvement National Kurde (Paris: Flammarion, 1979), p. 13.
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forerunner of the Kurdish nationalist movement, as he was credited with
being the first who united and ruled over a Kurdish quasi-state territory
in the early 19™ century."®® Explicitly, Emir Bedirhan was singled out
against other Kurdish leaders like sheikh Ubaidullah, who did not rule
over any territory to speak of. At the time of Kutschera’s writing, there
was no comprehensive scholarly account of the history of the early
Kurdish nationalist movement available yet. Kutschera worked from
scratch and found himself confronted with fragments, gaps and
contradicting information. It is clear that the discussions about Kurdish
history between Kutschera and Kamuran Bedirhan took their starting
point in the present: Kutschera argued that the contemporary Kurdish
movement of the 1970s desperately needed a sense of a common history
and a knowledge of their forerunners in the struggle for Kurdish
independence.’ This common history as it was then presented in
Kutschera’s book begins with Emir Bedirhan. Thereby, it also
legitimizes the standing and prestige of his key interlocutor Kamuran
Bedirhan, as a scion of what his book characterized as one of the most

notable and valiant families in Kurdish history.

Much of the later research on the Bedirhani family is concerned with the
question of the origins of Kurdish nationalism, casting the revolt of Emir
Bedirhan in Bohtan in 1847 as an early manifestation of Kurdish
nationalist sentiment and resistance. Some authors read the trajectory of
Emir Bedirhan, his defeat and ensuing exile, as an expression of a
timeless pattern of continued, state-sponsored repression against the
Kurdish community, establishing parallels to developments in the
second half of the 201 century. Ahmet Kardam, for instance, describes
the measures taken in Eastern Anatolia after the defeat of Emir Bedirhan
as an OHAL regime, OHAL (Olaganiistii Hal Bolge Valiligi) being the

name for the region in Anatolia which was put under state of emergency

156 Rutschera, Le Mouvement National Kurde, pp. 13-18.
157 Kutschera, Le Mouvement National Kurde, p. 8.
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legislation during the Turkish-Kurdish conflict in 1987.1%® In his
research on oral Kurdish literature, Lokman Turgut came across a
Kurdish song (gewl) in which the defeat of Emir Bedirhan and betrayal of
his relative [zzeddin Sir are related — in this song, the traitor is referred
to as MIT, i.e. a spy, more specifically a member of the Turkish
Republican Milli Istihbarat Teskilati, the modern-day Turkish national
intelligence agency.!® Again, contemporary categories are brought in to
make sense of Kurdish history and establish supposed parallels and

patterns in the trajectory of the Kurds.

It has been argued convincingly that the revolt of Emir Bedirhan, much
like the uprising of sheikh Ubaidullah in the Ottoman-Iranian
borderlands in the 1880s, cannot be explained as motivated by
nationalist feelings. The scholarly consensus today maintains that
Kurdish nationalism, in the sense of “a political movement of a
community that distinguishes itself from others as a separate cultural
and political group,” with its “main objective [being, BH] political self-
determination through either secession or autonomy”® is a result of the
disintegration of the Ottoman Empire in the aftermath of the First
World War.1®! This characterization first applies to the Kiirdistan Te‘ali
Cemiyeti, founded in December 1918 and openly making demands for

Kurdish independence.!6?

While it is generally accepted in mainstream scholarship on the history

of the Ottoman-Kurdish community that nationalist ideology is a

158 Kardam, Siirgiin Yillari, p. 81.

159 Lokman Turgut, Miindliche Literatur der Kurden in den Regionen Botan und Hekarl
(Berlin: Logos, 2010), pp. 162-165.

100 Hakan Ozoglu, “’Nationalism’ and Kurdish Notables in the Late-Ottoman — Early
Republican Era.” In: ITMES 33 (2001), p. 386.

161 Ozoglu, “’Nationalism’ and Kurdish Notables,” pp. 383-409; see also earlier Robert
Olson, The Emergence of Kurdish Nationalism and the Sheikh Said Rebellion 1880-1925
(Austin: Univ. of Texas Press, 1989), p. 2.

162 Ozoglu, “’Nationalism’ and Kurdish Notables,” p. 387.
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phenomenon of the early 20" century, research on the Bedirhani family
does not always mirror this scholarly consensus. Instead, a common
narrative strategy is to cast members of the Bedirhani family as sole
pioneers of the Kurdish nationalist movement and a Kurdish cultural
renaissance: “Ilk Kiirt gazetesi, alfabesi, dergisi, ve bagkaldirisi hep
Bedirhanlilarla baglamist1.”®* From this perspective, Kurdish nationalist
history begins with the Bedirhanis. For many researchers and hobby
historians, this is the principal framework in which the family and its
history are of interest. The detailed accounts of the Kurdish historian
Malmisanij in particular follow the logic that as the Bedirhani family
members are pioneers of Kurdish nationalism, anything they did and
experienced needs to be recorded and can serve as material to study
Kurdish nationalism and nationalist history as such. Needless to say,
such a perspective includes a lot of reading nationalist thinking and
ambitions back into historical events and has to be taken with a grain of

salt.

Two other trends can be identified in the existing historiography on the
Bedirhani family: First, the reference to the family to add color to various
conspiracy theories and second, the focus on the Bedirhanis by their
descendants in an attempt to back up and legitimate contemporary
political claims. Of particular interest in Turkish popular history are the
alleged connections of the Bedirhani family into the Turkish Republican
elite. Often cited is the connection of Rauf Orbay (1881-1964), one of the
founding figures of the Turkish Republic, to the Bedirhanis through his
mother.'®* Another Turkish nationalist with connections to the family is
Mehmed Resid Sahingiray (1873-1919), who married a great-
granddaughter of Emir Bedirhan in 1899.1®° His example aptly

165 Naci Kutlay, Osmanli’dan Giiniimiize Kiirtler. Kiirdoloji Notlari (Ankara: Dipnot
Yayinlari, 2014), p. 360.

164 Rutlay, Osmanl’dan Giiniimiize Kiirtler, p. 361.

165 Nejdet Bilgi, Dr. Mehmed Resid Sahingirayn Hayati ve Héatwralar (Izmir: Akademi
Kitabevi, 1997), pp. 16-17 states that when he was exiled to Trablusgarb, Mehmed Resid got
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illustrates the problem immanent in these genealogical reconstructions:
The historian David Gaunt concluded that Mehmed Resid, who served
in the Ottoman administration under the CUP rule as governor (vali) of
Diyarbekir and was responsible for the massacres of the Armenian
community there during the First World War, facilitated contacts and
secured the help of local Kurdish tribes in the surroundings of
Diyarbekir through his connection to the Bedirhani family.!®® For one,
Gaunt thus implies a misleading unity of the Bedirhani family in terms
of political interests and ideological standing at a time when the family,
as my following analysis will show, was internally divided and pursued
diverse strategies.!®’ Second, Gaunt judges with a good deal of
hindsight: He knows that the Bedirhanis, in the aftermath of the First
World War, came to be regarded as pioneers of the Kurdish
independence movement, able to mobilize a great deal of support within
the Kurdish community. Neither at the time of Mehmed Resid’s
marriage into the family nor during his term in office in Diyarbekir
would that have been very clear, however. No causality can therefore be
assumed between Mehmed Resid being part of the network of one
branch of the Bedirhani family and his ability to mobilize Kurdish
tribesmen on this basis. Being connected to the Bedirhani family does
not provide as sound an explanatory variable for Mehmed Resid’s
political strategies and behavior as David Gaunt leads his reader to
believe. A connection between anyone and the Bedirhani family could
mean a myriad of things to different people. Nothing in particular about
political standing, network connections, sinister motives or clandestine
support for the Kurdish nationalist cause of the individual thus

connected to the family can be deduced from a mere biological

married to Mazlume, daughter of Ziya Bey and granddaughter of Bahri Paga Bedirhan.
The marriage connection between Mehmed Regid and the Bedirhanis is also cited by
Kutlay, Osmanli’dan Giiniimiize Kiirtler, p. 361, but without giving any further reference.

166 David Gaunt, Massacres, Resistance, Protectors: Muslim-Christian Relations in Eastern
Anatolia During World War I (Piscataway, N.J.: Gorgias Press, 2006), p. 155.

167 See chapter 4 in particular.
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connection to or marriage into the family. Every case deserves careful

individual analysis.

Authors like David Gaunt and Naci Kutlay make genealogical arguments
to back up their hypotheses about broader historical developments and
connections: Mehmed Regid Sahingiray was able to mobilize Kurdish
tribes — this must have been because he married into the Bedirhani
family. Mahmut Cetin goes one step further: For him, the Bedirhani
genealogy itself is the subject of interest. From the genealogical
connections he is able to trace, he draws conclusions about political
standing and ideology. The cases of Emre Goénensay, a former Turkish
Minister of Foreign Affairs and a great-grandson of Emir Bedirhan, the
historian Ibrahim Alaettin G&vsa, the Turkish nationalist Cemal Kutay
and also the writer Halide Edip Adivar, whose connection to the
Bedirhani family is only indirect,'®® figure prominently in Cetin’s
writings.!®® Mahmud Cetin’s work is part of a broader discourse about
biography and genealogy in contemporary Turkey, feeding into
conspiracy theories about the origins of leading members of the
Republican elite. These discussions involve a great deal of journalistic
and sensationalist writing. A prominent representative of this trend is
the Turkish author Soner Yal¢in with his book Efendi: Beyaz Tiirklerin
Biiyiik Surn.'’® Antisemitic conspiracy theory with a strong focus on the
alleged influence of the crypto-Jewish dénme community within the early
Turkish nationalist movement and notably the opaque family origins of

Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk are crucial ingredients of these accounts.

168 Halide Edip’s mother Bedrifem Hanim divorced Edip’s father to then get remarried to
Ali Samil Paga Bedirhan. Both families maintained regular and amicable contact with each
other, making Halide a frequent visitor in the house of Ali Samil Paga. See Halide Edip,
Mor Salkuml Ev (Istanbul: Atlas Kitabevi, 1979), p. 97.

19 Cetin, Kart-Kurt Sesleri, pp. 98-101 on Gonensay, pp. 143-145 on Gévsa, pp. 151-160 on
Kutay, pp. 132-140 on Edib.

170 Soner Yal¢in, Efendi: Beyaz Tiirklerin Biiyiik Sirri (Istanbul: Dogan Kitapcilik, 2004),
followed by a second volume, idem, Efendi 2: Beyaz Miisliimanlarin Biiyiik Surri (Istanbul:
Dogan Kitapgilik, 2006).
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Another group of individuals doing research and publishing on the
Bedirhani family history approaches the subject from a different angle:
Building on a discourse that has been explored above, the idea of
Bedirhani family members as pioneers of Kurdish nationalism and
nationalist ideology, they depict the family history in benevolent terms,
praising their achievements and efforts. In its extremes, this can amount
to rather uncritical accounts and eulogies. Often, the authors following
this trend in the research on the Bedirhanis have connections to the
family or are members of the family themselves. Mehmed Uzun and
Rewsen Bedirhan’s edition of the memoirs of Mehmed Salih Bey

171 An entire network of

Bedirhan comes to mind as a pertinent example.
mostly Kurdish historians working on the history of the Bedirhani
family can be reconstructed from the prefaces and acknowledgments in
publications on the subject. From this paratexts, it emerges that virtually
all members of the circle of benevolent experts on the Bedirhani family
received support in their research from the same individuals,
gatekeepers of the family history like Sinemxan Bedirhan, who is the
daughter of Celadet Bedirhan, and Malmisanij, among others.!”? These
gatekeepers’ interests in legitimating the family’s historical role and
sometimes their own contemporary political standing and influence
within the community direct the research on the family and, as these
individuals have access to family archives and personal papers, limit the
scope of what can be investigated: While the impact of some family
members on the Kurdish nationalist movement in the early 20% century
is well-researched, the history of members of the Bedirhani family in
urban centers of the Ottoman Empire like Istanbul!’? or Damascus goes

virtually unexplored.

71 See chapter 3 for a discussion.

172 Ahmet Kardam, the most recent addition to the circle of experts on the family history,
consulted with Sinemxan Bedirhan, Kardam, Siirgiin Yillar, p. 16.

173 Alakom, Eski [stanbul Kiirtleri is the only attempt in this direction, see idem, p. 9.
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2.6. The History of the Bedirhani Family

2.6.1. Notes on the Territory of Cizre and Bohtan

The historical region of Bohtan describes a mountain plain of roughly
triangular dimensions, covering an area of about 5.000 km?2 in Eastern
Anatolia.'”# Its natural borders are delineated by the course of the rivers
Bohtan Su in the north and the Tigris (Dicle) in the west, while the
area’s southern limits are defined by the Habur river. In the local
geography, the area is clearly set apart from the neighboring region of
Tur Abdin in the west, Sirwan in the north, the mountainous plain of

Hakkari in the east and Zaho in the south.!”>

19%-century European Orientalist scholarship has associated the territory
of Bohtan with the Kurds, drawing on sources which reach back into
antiquity: The Greek historian Xenophon mentioned a people called
“Kaduch” (karduchoi) which settled in the area around Bohtan, and some
later scholars have recognized the ancestors of the later Kurdish
population in Eastern Anatolia in Xenophon’s “Kaduch.”'’® Beyond
these sources dating back to antiquity, large parts of the region of
Bohtan were not well known to European travelers and scholars even in
the late 19 century. Only in June 1883 did Josef Wiinsch succeed in
reaching the source of the Bohtan Su,'”7 and the mountainous areas of
the Emirate of Bohtan in particular were not well documented before the

turn of the 20™ century.'”® It was generally difficult and tedious to travel

7% Martin Hartmann, Bohtan. Eine topographisch-historische Studie, 2 vols. (Berlin: Wolf
Peiser Verlag, 1897), vol. 2, p. 104.

175 Hartmann, Bohtan, vol. 2, p. 61.

76 Even though Hartmann, Bohtan, vol. 2, pp. 90-91 is already critical of this line of
argument, it continued to be frequently made throughout the first half of the 20 century.
See Bois, Connaissances des Kurdes, pp. 15-16 for one example.

77 Hartmann, Bohtan, vol. 2, p. 67.

178 Hartmann, Bohtan, vol. 2, p. 74.
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in the area in late Ottoman times, as the accounts of Josef Wiinsch and

Hermann Burchardt indicate.'”?

The capital of the Emirate of Bohtan was Cizre. Situated on the shores of
the Tigris river, Cizre (or Gazirat Iibn ‘Umar, »e ) 303> in Arabic,
literally an “island” in the river bend) was a commercial hub with a
settlement history going back to antiquity. It was an important river port,
connected notably to the city of Mosul through a navigable section of the
Tigris. In addition, Cizre marked the spot of an important river crossing
and point from where the hills to the east of the city, to which the
valuable flocks of sheep were driven in the summer, could be
controlled.’®® An ancient Roman road connected Cizre to the cities of
Nusaybin and Mardin over land.!®! In consequence, long-distance trade
was an important pillar of the local economy, as several hans and vaulted
bazars in the city center of Cizre bear witness to. Yet, Cizre seemed past
its prime in the late 19" century, a small Ottoman district capital with a
population of just under 10.000 individuals, which was decreasing
further in the 1890s.!82 Cizre was the principal city of an administrative
district (kaza) which was governed from Diyarbekir, although the region
had historically been more oriented towards Mosul and the plains of
Mesopotamia.'®? Few European travelers had visited Cizre before the
turn of the 20" century. The impressions of those who did were not
favorable: In 1888, Paul Miiller-Simonis passed through on his way to

Mosul, observing that the town was more ruins and debris than

179 Both accounts are cited by Hartmann, Bohtan, vol. 2, pp. 76-79.

180 W0 106/64, report by Maunsell dated February 2, 1919.

181 Maunsell still found remains of a Roman fortress at the point where the road crossed
the Tigris river, see WO 106/64, “Suggested Frontier of Northern Mesopotamia in
Hakkiari,” report by Maunsell dated February 2, 1919.

182 Nur ad-Din Elisséeff, “Ibn ‘Umar, Djazirat,” in EI2, vol. 3, pp. 960-961. British observers
estimated the population of Cizre to be around 7.500, with a majority of Kurdish
inhabitants and a sizeable minority of around five hundred Chaldean Christians, see WO
106/64, report dated November 7, 1918.

183 This was also noted by Maunsell, see WO 106/64, “Suggested Frontier of Northern
Mesopotamia in Hakkiari,” report by Maunsell dated February 2, 1919.
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anything else, “ein groRes Dorf zwischen Triimmern.”'8* In 1897, the
British diplomat Telford Waugh observed that Cizre was a miserable
town, a place of exile for Albanians from the western parts of the
Ottoman Empire, who felt terribly homesick there. The local governor in
1897 was Faris, leader of the Sammar tribe, who had recently fallen out
of favor with the Ottoman government and was exiled to Cizre.!®> The
British journalist David Fraser traveled in the region immediately prior
to the Constitutional Revolution of 1908 and characterized Cizre as “one
of the most evil places in all the Turkish Empire,” a no man’s land where
the influence of the state was quasi non-existent and banditry galore.!8¢
Around the same time, Gertrude Bell hurried through for some “cursory
sightseeing” only, as it was unbearably hot and the marshy area around

Cizre was prone to malaria.'®’

The British military official Col. Francis Richard Maunsell (1861-1936),
who had served as British military vice-consul in Anatolia in the late 19"
century and knew the region well, toured Cizre and its surroundings
after the armistice in 1919. He pointed out the importance of the
different waterways, which served as the principal lines of
communication in the otherwise often inaccessible, ragged terrain.
Trade was equally conducted along the rivers, sheep trade with Syria
being the most important commercial activity. As these trade routes
indicate, it was the Syrian lands and the region around Mosul and not
the geographically closer areas of Van, Bitlis and Diyarbekir to which the

former Emirate of Bohtan and its capital Cizre were oriented.'®® This

184 paul Miiller-Simonis, Vom Kaukasus zum Persischen Meerbusen. Durch Armenien,
Kurdistan und Mesopotamien (Berlin: Franz Kirchheim, 1897), pp. 251-253.

85 Telford Waugh, Turkey. Yesterday, Today and Tomorrow (London: Chapman & Hall,
1930), pp. 59-60.

186 David Fraser, The Shortcut to India. The Record of a Journey along the Baghdad Railway
(London: Blackwood & Sons, 1909), p. 205.

87 Gertrude Lowthian Bell, Amurath to Amurath (London: William Heinemann, 1911), pp.
296-297, including photographs of local monuments.

188 WO 106/64, report dated February 2, 1919.
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connection casts an interesting light on the activities of the Bedirhanis in
Syria over the late 19 century. Banned from Eastern Anatolia as such,
the Ottoman province of Syria was as close as family members could get
to their former area of influence. It is conceivable that through
migrating tribes and traveling sheep traders, members of the Bedirhani
family were able to maintain contacts to their supporters and followers
in Cizre. There is no evidence in the Ottoman archives, however, that
the Ottoman authorities — who were otherwise keen to keep family
members out of their former areas of influence — suspected these kind

of activities.

2.6.2. Cizre as a Lieu de Mémoire

For the Bedirhani family, however, Cizre was not only an actual
geographical location they used to have close ties to and were now
banned from. In exile, Cizre and the wider region of Bohtan acquired
symbolic meanings. Commenting on his concept of lieux de mémoire,
Pierre Nora stressed three dimensions of the embodiment and
anchoring of memory in certain sites:'8? A material one, a functional one
and a symbolical one. All three dimensions can be identified looking at
the memories of members of the Bedirhani family related to their lost
homeland of Cizre. While lieux de mémoire can be anything, from text
books to title deeds and from monuments to rituals and ceremonies, the
commemoration of Cizre amounts to a topographical memory. The city
of Cizre and wider Emirate of Bohtan have lived on in the memory of
family members while conditions on the ground in Eastern Anatolia
were subject to profound changes after the departure of the Bedirhani
family in 1847. The symbolism associated with the space of Cizre and

Bohtan was also changing over time, as a function of the changing

189 Pierre Nora, “Between History and Memory: Les Lieux de Mémoire.” In: Representations
26 (1989), p. 7.
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discourse about the family history and, by extension, also Kurdish
history and identity in the late Ottoman and early Turkish Republican
contexts. The site of Cizre became gradually more important as younger
generations of family members, who were born and raised in exile, no
longer retained personal memories of the actual space. As Pierre Nora
pointed out, lieux de mémoire are particularly important in moments of
rupture and discontinuity, when a community does no longer see its
memory and narrative being included in the larger accounts of official

history.

In the Ottoman period, the family’s former homeland in Cizre retained
its symbolic importance as family members intentionally set out to
remember their origins, in spite of their quite successful assimilation
into the Ottoman mainstream society and imperial bureaucracy. This
insistence on remembering a story of exile, of failed resistance and loss
points to the ambiguity and complexity of the family’s Ottoman imperial
identity. In an attempt to transmit a coherent story about themselves and
pass on collective beliefs and communal values of the family, the region
of Cizre came to play a crucial role. By holding on to the memory of
Cizre, family members stressed a distinctive sense of identity and
belonging, which was at odds with Ottoman imperial narratives. The
memory of Cizre as a lost homeland could be transmitted and openly
discussed, thereby serving as a placeholder for related, more painful and
less “speakable” experiences of loss and displacement. While the
topographical reference to Cizre and the wider Emirate of Bohtan
remained the same over the 19" and 20™ centuries, both function and
symbolisms attached to it were subject to profound changes over time. A
central aspect of lieux de mémoire as defined by Pierre Nora is their
ambiguous nature and inherent openness to continued re-

interpretations.!® The symbolism invested in Cizre and Bohtan changed

19 Nora, “Between History and Memory,” p. 18.
91



in the aftermath of the First World War and again during the early years
of the Turkish Republic. First, after 1918, the group addressed by the
commemorative discourse was expanded. Not only members of the
immediate Bedirhani family were subscribing to it, but it was now
geared to find resonance within a larger Kurdish community. This
reinterpretation was the result of an inclusion of Cizre and the Emirate
of Bohtan within nationalist ideology and symbolism which was actively
undertaken by members of the Bedirhani family, notably Celadet and
Kamuran Bedirhan during the late 1920s and 1930s. Their
reinterpretations addressed a need within the Kurdish community to
create and uphold cornerstones of their national history and heritage
when official Turkish history was increasingly marginalizing and
silencing Kurdish accounts and Kurdish counter-narratives could not be

anchored in archives or any other central institutions.

In the emerging Kurdish nationalist narrative, the very landscape of the
highlands of Bohtan was represented as embodying central values and
attitudes which should serve as models to the Kurdish nation on the
whole: A spirit of resistance, an assumed ethnic and linguistic purity and
unity, and a propensity to justice and fair rule. In their journalistic
writings targeting a Kurdish audience in Syria, Turkey and beyond in the
1930s, the Bedirhani brothers made an effort to cast the Emirate of
Bohtan as a metonymic representation, a shorthand synonymous with
the entire Kurdish nation.!®! The region has been characterized in this
context as the historical “homestead of Kurdish resistance”!® A close

discursive relationship between geography and national characteristics

191 UIf Brunnbauer & Robert Pichler, “Mountains as ‘lieux de mémoire’. Highland Values
and Nation-Building in the Balkans.” In: Balkanologie VI.1-2 (2002), pp. 77-100 for similar
observations in the Balkans.

192 Described as such in Newin, “Le nombre des repas chez les Kurdes,” Hawar 13
(December 14, 1932), pp. 8-20: “Un de ces foyers d’insoumission permanente était le pays
de Botan qui fut appelé depuis I'antiquité Kurdistan, c’est-a-dire pays des Kurdes.”
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has also been observed in the case of the Balkans.!®®> A similar argument
can be made with regard to the Kurdish territories: The figure of the
highland shepherd, moving unrestrained through the mountain areas of
Eastern Anatolia, emerges as a central figure in discourses about
national independence, autonomy and freedom. It was assumed that the
inhabitants of the highlands in particular had never succumbed to
Ottoman central rule, and the respective territories were regarded as

“sanctuaries of the nation”1%*

and reservoirs of a spirit of resistance, to
be reactivated in the national fight for independence. It is interesting
that the Bedirhanis in the second and third generation in exile, who
themselves grew up in urban environments of the Ottoman capital and
provincial centers and were no longer familiar with the Kurdish
mountain areas of Bohtan, would actively promote this discourse about
national values embodied in a landscape so far from their own
experience. The shift in discourse indeed necessitated some adjustments
in the biographical trajectories of family members which will be under
closer scrutiny in a later chapter: As origins in the true Kurdish
homeland became more and more important to legitimate political
leadership in the 20" century, several members of the Bedirhani family
who were originally born in Istanbul “relocated” their birth places to the

Jazira region, not far from Cizre.!*®

Shifts in the meaning of Kurdish identity in general were necessary for
these extended claims on Cizre as a pan-Kurdish, rather than a
Bedirhani homeland to make sense: The idea of a group defined not on
tribal, but on ethnic solidarity, with a common history, mythical origins
and language was not a given, but was constructed over the late 19 and
early 20" centuries. It was not always clear where to draw the lines,

whom to include and whom to exclude from the Kurdish community. In

193 Brunnbauer & Pichler, “Mountains as ‘lieux de mémoire,” p. 82.
194 Brunnbauer & Pichler, “Mountains as ‘lieux de mémoire,” p. 83.
195 See chapter 5 for a detailed discussion on the incident.
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the context of the Kurdish nationalist movement in Syria and Lebanon
during the French mandate period, the Bedirhani family members
operating from there cast the family’s hometown Cizre as the setting
and the stage of key events in Kurdish literature and history. The castle
of Cizre, the home of Emir Bedirhan, for instance, was said to be famous
in all of Kurdistan for being the site where the Kurdish national epos,
Mem @i Zin had taken place.’”® Celadet and Kamuran Bedirhan in

particular emerged as “professional memory-makers”!%’

in Syria and
Lebanon during the mandate period, successfully converting their
family’s sites of memory into spaces of relevance in the broader context
of Kurdish national history and heritage. They were thus writing a
Kurdish national history which was inseparable from the history of the

Bedirhani family.

2.6.3. Cizre and Bohtan in the History of the Bedirhani Family

From the 16% century onwards, the Emirate of Bohtan had been
awarded the status of a hiikumet, a largely autonomous region governed
hereditary by Kurdish notable dynasties and disposing of considerable
independence from the Ottoman center. Following the advice of the
historiographer idris-i Bitlisi after the victory over the Safavids in the
Battle of Caldiran in 1514, the Ottoman Sultan Selim I. arranged for the
rulers of Bohtan, and also for the leading dynasties of neighboring
Hakkari, Bahdinan, Bitlis and Hisn Keyfa (Hasankeyf) to govern along

those lines.1?®

1% In the article “Chant d’automne.” In: Hawar 31 (August 1, 1941), it was stated that “Le
palais des émirs de Botan, a Djeziré, est célébre dans tout le Kurdistan pour avoir servi de
cadre aux amours de Mem et de Zin, le Tristan et 'Ysolde kurdes [sic].”

197 Brunnbauer & Pichler, “Mountains as ‘lieux de mémoire,” p. 77.

198 Bois, Connaissance des Kurdes, p. 85.
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While some accounts on the history of the Bedirhani family convey the
impression that the family had ruled over the area of Cizre and Bohtan
for centuries prior to their being exiled to Istanbul in 1847,' it is
necessary to point out that before Emir Bedirhan himself entered the
scene in the 1830s, the family had not been prominent at all. In a
historical account of the most renowned Kurdish notable families in the
Ottoman lands dating from 1820, the Bedirhanis or Azizan, as they were
also called, are not even mentioned.2%® A further indicator for the relative
insignificance of the family prior to the rule of Emir Bedirhan is not at
least that the family, rather than being referred to as “Azizan” or
“Azizanzade,” adopted the first name of its prominent but very recent
ancestor, becoming in turn the “Bedirhanzade.” The immediate
predecessor of the Bedirhanis as rulers over the Emirate of Bohtan has
fallen into historical oblivion. He was a certain Mir Sevdin,2°! who is,
however, hardly ever mentioned in later accounts on the family’s history.
It appears that Mir Sevdin (also Seyfeddin) was a distant relative, who
was disposed by Emir Bedirhan at some point in the early 1820s.2°2 Emir
Bedirhan’s father, Abdullah Han, was not a political leader, but
reportedly lived a secluded life.?%* After his death, Abdullah Han was
initially succeeded by Emir Bedirhan’s eldest brother, Salih Bey, as head
of the family. Taking after his father, Salih Bey is described as preferring
the life of a religious man, in contemplation and seclusion, to the
worldly affairs of governance. Salih Bey was particularly close to the
Nakgbandi order. He soon stepped down from his position as head of

the family, handing over power to his younger brother Bedirhan Bey,

199 An early example is Liitfi [Ahmed Ramiz], Emir Bedirhan, pp. 5-6.

200 Kutschera, Le Mouvement National Kurde, p. 14.

21 Kardam, Siirgiin Yillar, p. 140.

22 Bruinessen, Agha, Shaikh and State, p. 179 and Lokman Turgut, Miindliche Literatur der
Kurden in den Regionen Botan und Hekari (Berlin: Logos, 2010), p. 164. Mir Sevdin was the
father of Izzeddin Sir [Yezdansér], who cooperated with the Ottoman army in 1847 to
defeat Emir Bedirhan and was briefly installed as his successor, see below.

23 Liitfi, Emir Bedirhan. p. 8 describes him as “umfir1 diinyadan gafil olmakla vazife-yi
mevda‘asii ifadan ‘agiz idi” — he was unaware of worldly affairs and confined himself to
carrying out a quiet task.
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who, in the words of one Ottoman commentator, was cut out for the
position as leader of the emirate.2** Soon, Bedirhan Bey was not only the
head of his own (secondary) branch of the family, but also reached for
political leadership over the Emirate of Bohtan. During the early days of
his reign, he seems to have ruled in the name of his relative and

predecessor Mir Sevdin.2%

In the early 19 century, control of the central Ottoman state over the
area of Cizre and Bohtan was virtually non-existent. But things were to
change quickly as the Ottoman government was seeking greater control
over its provinces to get a hold of tax money and man power for its
ambitious and pressing military reform projects. These issues became
even more urgent as the empire was challenged and in turn defeated by
troops of Mehmet Ali Paga of Egypt in Ottoman Syria and Anatolia in
1831/32. The Ottoman state expected Kurdish leaders in Eastern
Anatolia to contribute contingents of tribal irregular fighters for its
military efforts. Some of them, among them Mir Muhammad of
Rawanduz, Nurullah Beg of Hakkari, and also Bedirhan Bey in Bohtan,
were increasingly reluctant to comply with these orders over the 1830s
and resisted the Ottoman authorities.?®® As a result, the Kurdish
emirates in Eastern Anatolia were targeted by Ottoman military
campaigns between 1834 and 1839 which were to break the power of the
local dynasties. Emir Bedirhan initially offered his support for the
Ottoman campaign against rebellious local leaders and also joined the
fight against Mehmed Ali Pasa of Egypt’'s son ibrahim Paga and his
troops at Nizip in 1839. Emir Bedirhan is said to have led up to 100.000

2% 1iitfi, Emir Bedirhan, p. 10, “Bedirhan Bey de hiikGimet icin yaradilmis.”

25 Turgut Lokman, Miindliche Literatur der Kurden in den Regionen Botan und Hekari
(Berlin: Logos, 2010), pp. 151.

26 Yalein-Heckmann, Tribe and Kinship, p. 58 for a short summary, her focus is on the
history of the Emirate of Hakkari, pp. 59ff. For more details, see Bruinessen, Agha, Shaikh
and State, pp. 177-180.
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Kurdish fighters in the battlefield, of whom 30.000 to 40.000 reportedly

perished in combat.?”

With most of their rulers ousted from power during the campaign of
Resid Mehmed Pasa in the 1830s, the Kurdish regions plunged into
chaos, as the central government was unable to muster enough
resources to firmly establish its authority on the ground. The vacuum of
power was filled by local tribal and religious leaders, who entered into
fierce competition as power was up for grabs in the early 1840s. In 1838,
Emir Bedirhan still supported the Ottoman army in their efforts to oust
another local Kurdish ruler, Sa'id Bey, from power. For his
contributions, he even received an Ottoman decoration.?%® Emir
Bedirhan benefited greatly from the lack of influence of the Ottoman
government in Eastern Anatolia, reaching the zenith of his power in the
mid-1840s.29° He called off his alliance with the Ottoman authorities,
joined forces with tribes from the region of Hakkari under Nurullah

Beg?!® and from Miikiis (Bahgesaray)!!

and expanded his own influence
in Bohtan and the adjacent regions considerably. He began to collect
taxes for himself and minted his own coins, thus challenging the
Ottoman central government by sending a strong message of autonomy.
Emir Bedirhan was, at that time, allegedly able to mobilize a following of
around 300.000 Kurdish fighters.?!? Impressions of European travelers
who met Emir Bedirhan in the 1830s suggest that the connection to the

Ottoman state was in fact initially not something the emir resisted

27 Liitfi, Emir Bedirhan, p. 15.

208 Radam, Siirgiin Yillan, p. 77 reports that the medal was taken from him and remelted
upon the Ottoman victory over Emir Bedirhan’s uprising in 1847.

29 Bruinessen, Agha, Shaikh and State, pp. 179-180.

210 Nurullah Beg eventually switched sides and turned against Emir Bedirhan, receiving an
Ottoman decoration for his services after Emir Bedirhan was defeated, see Yal¢in-
Heckmann, Tribe and Kinship, p. 59.

211 Han Mahmud, a tribal leader from Miikiis, was Emir Bedirhan’s father-in-law, see
Yal¢in-Heckmann, Tribe and Kinship, p. 58.

Y12 Henry F. Woods & Fahri Coker (trans.), Tiirkiye Anilari. Osmanh Bahriyesinde Kirk Yil
1869-1909 (Istanbul: Milliyet Yayinlari, 1976), p. 314.

97



against, but constituted the very basis of his power: The Ottoman state
had installed him as a miitesellim (a collector of taxes) and he had
become rich and influential in this position. Only a couple of years prior
to this career move, he and his branch of the family were hardly known

of and of secondary importance in the area of Cizre.?!3

Faced with the emir’s bold demonstrations of autonomy, the Ottoman
government could not be expected to lie low for long. Two further
aspects gained pertinence, to the detriment of Emir Bedirhan’s position:
The Ottoman authorities were pushing for an administrative reform,
and European powers sought local influence. A chief motivation for
Emir Bedirhan’s resistance against the Ottoman state was not a wish for
greater independence, but discontent with an Ottoman administrative
scheme which envisaged to divide the land controlled by the Bedirhanis
between the vilayets of Diyarbekir and Mosul. In Mosul, the vali ince
Bayraktaroglu Mehmed Paga was not a friend of too powerful local
notable families.?!* He would, had the administrative reform been put
into practice, have increased his influence over the area of Cizre at the
expense of the Bedirhani family.2’> In addition, European governments
were increasingly calling for the protection of Christian and Yezidi
minorities in the wake of the Ottoman reform process. They were
particularly outraged about Emir Bedirhan’s activities, who allegedly

attacked, suppressed and massacred Nestorian Christians in his sphere

13 Austin Wright, “Visits of Messrs. Wright and Breath to Bader Khan Bey.” In: The
Missionary Herold 42 (1846), p. 381: “Eight years ago, he [Emir Bedirhan, BH] was poor,
without power, and little known. The Turkish government then took him by the hand; and
now his wealth is incalculable.” This paragraph is also cited by Ozoglu, “’Nationalism’ and
Kurdish Notables,” p. 397.

2% A protégé of Ali Riza Pasa, the vali of Baghdad, Mehmed Paga was appointed as vali in
Mosul in 1835 and pushed for greater centralization and military reform, getting rid of the
local ruling notable family of the Galili in the process, Christoph Herzog, Osmanische
Herrschaft und Modernisierung im Irak. Die Provinz Bagdad, 1817-1917 (Bamberg Univ.
Press, 2012), pp. 90 and 241.

U5 Nazmi Sevgen, Dogu ve Giineydogu Anadolu’da Tiirk Beylikleri (Ankara: Tiirk
Kiiltiiriiniin Aragtirma Enstitiisii, 1982), pp. 61-66, and Ozoglu, “Nationalism’ and
Kurdish Notables,” p. 397.
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of influence.?!® Already in 1832, Emir Bedirhan had invaded Shekhan
(‘Ain Sifni), one of the strongholds of the Yezidi community situated to
the northeast of Mosul. Shekhan was sacked and many of its inhabitants
were killed.?'” Emir Bedirhan’s marriage to Rugen Hamim, who was of
Yezidi origins and around twenty years of age in 1832, might have taken
place in this context.?!® In 1843, the religious leader of the Nestorians,
Mar Shimun, was compelled to leave the region and sought refuge with
British missionaries in Mosul.?’® Against the backdrop of these
developments, European governments showed willingness to intervene
in Eastern Anatolia to protect local Christians. The Ottoman government
wanted to avoid an outside intervention at all costs and tightened
measures against the autonomous Kurdish rulers in Eastern Anatolia, in
an attempt to show initiative in favor of the Anatolian Christians. Austen
Henry Layard, the British vice consul in Mosul at the time, called

resolutely for the protection of the local Nestorian community. Layard

216 Tt has to be noted that the Bedirhani family’s relations with the Nestorian community
were complex and cannot simply be explained with ethno-religious hatred. While there
undoubtedly was tension and violence (probably arising over tax demands) in the mid-19
century, members of the Bedirhani family later pushed for a union and cooperation with
Nestorian representatives in the early 20" century, referring to common historical roots
and interests. Also, marriage connections existed between the Bedirhani family and the
Nestorian elite, see below. The attacks on the Nestorians in 1843 were preceded by a
refusal of the Nestorians under Mar Shimun to pay their usual tribute to the local Kurdish
rulers of Hakkari, who in turn called on Emir Bedirhan for support, see Bruinessen, Agha,
Shaikh and State, p. 180. See also Turgut, Miindliche Literatur, p. 156.

47 Birgiil Agikyilmaz, The Yezidis. The History of a Community, Culture and Religion
(London et al.: I.B. Tauris, 2014), p. 52, citing from Roger Lescot, Enquéte sur les Yézidis de
Syrie et du Djebel Sindjar (Damascus: Institut Francais de Damas, 1938), p. 125.

28 If Rusen was indeed from Shekhan, the enigmatic reference to her “Ankosi” origins
which is given in the edition of her grandson Mehmed Salih’s memoirs might apply to the
village of al-Qi$ (uisill), situated some 15 km west of Shekhan, which in Ottoman writing
and Arabic script could have been misread as “Ankos(i)” by the editors. See Mehmed Uzun
& Rewsen Bedir-Han, Defler-i A’malim (Istanbul: Belge, 1998), p. 37.

219 See Yalgin-Heckmann, Tribe and Kinship, p. 58. Yalgin-Heckmann’s sources, including
a survey made by Reverend Badger, a British missionary in Mosul, also indicate that Mar
Shimun probably greatly exaggerated the number of Nestorians killed and the pressure put
on him personally to leave the region to increase leverage for his demands for support.
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later expressed his dissatisfaction with what he perceived to be too mild

a punishment for Emir Bedirhan.??°

While European observers demanded more severe sanctions against
Emir Bedirhan and his followers, an Ottoman account of the early 20th
century took the side of the Bedirhani family and questioned the
legitimacy of the Ottoman military operation against Emir Bedirhan in
1847. The already mentioned Lutfi [Ahmed Ramiz] pointed out that the
military involvement had led to unjust and unnecessary suffering for the
Muslim inhabitants and the followers of Emir Bedirhan in the region.??!
The account stressed as particularly reprehensible that Muslim Kurds
were attacked and forced to defend themselves against fellow Muslim
soldiers fighting for the Ottoman army.??? Liitfi [Ahmed Ramiz] also
mentioned the inferiority of the Kurdish fighters in terms of weapons
and provisions, further adding to the victimization of Emir Bedirhan and

his followers.?23

Prior to the military intervention in 1847, an Ottoman intermediary, a
certain Kemal Bey, was sent to Emir Bedirhan with the mission to
convince him to come to Istanbul and meet with the sultan there. Emir
Bedirhan, possibly suspecting foul play, preferred to remain in his
stronghold near Cizre.??* His refusal was followed by an Ottoman
military operation which brought about the arrest of Emir Bedirhan and
a number of his followers. This operation was led by Osman Paga, the

commander of the Ottoman army in Anatolia.??® Liitfi [Ahmed Ramiz]

220 Aysten Henry Layard, Niniveh and its Remains (Paris: Baudry’s European Library, 1850),
p. 81.

21 1iitfi, Emir Bedirhan, p. 17: “Hitkiimet-i ‘usmaniyenin Kiirdistan’a ‘asker sevk etmesine
bir sebeb-i ma‘kal tasavvur olunamaz.”

22 1iitfi, Emir Bedirhan, p. 19.

2 14itfi, Emir Bedirhan, p. 20, stating that the Ottoman army was attacking with cannons,
while the Kurds defended themselves with Mauser rifles.

24 1iitfi, Emir Bedirhan, p. 18.

255 Kardam, Siirgiin Yillar, p. 54.
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claimed in his account on the Bedirhani family history that despite the
clear numerical superiority of the Ottoman forces, the followers of Emir
Bedirhan were initially able to defeat them in battle, forcing Osman Paga
to retreat to Mosul.?2® The emir and his supporters, Liitfi [Ahmed
Ramiz] reported, were not rejoicing about their victory. On the contrary,
they felt great remorse, as they had fought, wounded and killed fellow
Muslims. Allegedly, Emir Bedirhan therefore abstained from further
strikes on the Ottoman army and preferred to retreat into the
mountains, to his stronghold at the fortified castle of Eruh.2?’ The
Ottoman forces, however, had less qualms about attacking fellow
Muslims: They attacked the castle and routed Emir Bedirhan and his
followers. They were helped by the betrayal of a relative of Emir
Bedirhan, izzeddin Sir, who had been one of the emir’s commanders
and had ran over to the Ottoman side.??® Liitfi [Ahmed Ramiz] argued
that were it not for the moral reservations about fighting and killing
fellow Muslims and thus disturbing the internal peace of the empire,
Emir Bedirhan would have been able to resist the Ottoman onslaught for
years.?? Liitfi [Ahmed Ramiz] thereby not only victimized Emir
Bedirhan, he also established the latter’s moral superiority in his account
of the events. In a third step of his argument, Liitfi [Ahmed Ramiz]
attempted to gloss over animosities between the British and the
followers of Emir Bedirhan — not at least betraying the wish for a
rapprochement with the British in his contemporary political
environment, the circles of Ottoman-Kurdish intellectuals in Istanbul, at
the time of his writing in the early 20" century. Citing from a treatise
titled Bir tiirk diplomatin evrak-i siyasiyesi, Lutfi [Ahmed Ramiz] offered

his own version of the involvement of the British in the campaign

226 1iitfi, Emir Bedirhan, p. 21.

27 Liitfi, Emir Bedirhan, p. 22. Eruh is sometimes also spelled Ewrax, see Turgut,
Miindliche Literatur, p. 158.

28 Badem, Ottoman Crimean War, p. 362. It is sometimes stated that Izzeddin Sir was a
son or otherwise close relative of Emir Bedirhan’s predecessor Mir Sevdin and hoped to
regain power for his branch of the family, Turgut, Miindliche Literatur, p. 159.

29 1iitfi, Emir Bedirhan, p. 23.

101



against Emir Bedirhan: He claimed that the British did not pressure the
Ottoman authorities to take actions against the Emir, but on the contrary
offered their support to him and suggested the creation of an
independent Kurdish political entity under British protection. Emir
Bedirhan, according to this account, preferred to remain loyal to the
Ottoman Empire instead — doing himself and following generations of
his family a disservice.??* Here, the author linked the Bedirhan family’s
past sufferings with the present situation of the Bedirhanis in
1907/1908: At the time of his writing, family members were accused and
deported from Istanbul for their involvement in the murder of a high-
ranking Ottoman official. Liitfi [Ahmed Ramiz] made clear that while the
family had been both morally upright and loyal to the Ottoman state for

generations, the state was to blame for any existing animosities.

2.6.4. Developments in Cizre after the Departure of the Bedirhani
Family

Following their military defeat, Emir Bedirhan, his family and a large
number of his followers were exiled from their homeland in Eastern
Anatolia. In Cizre, the capital of the Emirate of Bohtan, Emir Bedirhan’s
nephew izzeddin Sir [Yezdanger] was briefly installed as the head of the
local administration, but his loyalty towards the Ottoman center did not
last.?*! The office of the miitesellim of Cizre was then taken over by
Mustafa Pasa,?3? an official sent from Istanbul and one of the former

commanders in the military expedition against Emir Bedirhan.?** When

B0 Liitfi, Emir Bedirhan, pp. 25-26.

B! Syavi Aydin & Jelle Verheij, “Confusions of the Cauldron. Some Notes on Ethno-
Religious Groups, Local Powers and the Ottoman State in Diyarbekir Province, 1800-1870,”
in: Joost Jongerden & Jelle Verheij (eds.), Social Relations in Ottoman Diyarbekir, 1870-1915
(Leiden et al.: Brill, 2012), pp. 15-54, and Candan Badem, The Ottoman Crimean War
(1853-1856) (Leiden: Brill, 2010), p. 363.

B2 Kardam, Siirgiin Yillar, p. 43.

23 Kardam, Siirgiin Yillar, p. 141.
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the new administrative unit of the eyalet of Kiirdistan was created shortly
after the defeat of Emir Bedirhan in December 1847, Cizre became the
center of a district (sancak) by the same name. Mustafa Paga continued
to rule over Cizre, now appointed as kaymakam. His predecessor
[zzeddin Sir was dismissed, but awarded a stipend from the Ottoman
government and sent to Istanbul and later on to Mosul.?** izzeddin Sir’s
influence among the tribal communities in Bohtan remained
considerable even during his absence. He briefly returned to the area of
Bohtan in 1854, attempting to resume control over his homeland by
means of a local uprising when Ottoman forces were tied up in the
Crimean War.?3> It has been argued that although totally forgotten today,
this uprising mobilized considerably larger numbers of followers than
the earlier revolt of Emir Bedirhan,?*® which has been stylized unduly as
the point of origin of the Kurdish independence movement in national
historiography. izzeddin Sir benefited from the general dissatisfaction
with the Ottoman centralization efforts and interventions in local affairs
among the population in Bohtan. In November 1854, he and his
followers occupied the government building in Cizre and arrested the
local Ottoman officials. From Cizre, the uprising spread further among
the tribes of the region.?*” In spite of the obvious animosities between
[zzeddin Sir and Emir Bedirhan, Ottoman authorities were wary that the
emir might attempt to join the uprising in Kurdistan and the Bedirhani
family’s surveillance in exile was intensified during the uprising in
Cizre.??® In the spring of 1855, an Ottoman military operation defeated

[zzeddin Sir and his followers. He sought refuge with the British vice

B+ [zzeddin Sir was found unfit for a position in the administration and frequently
quarreled with his superiors, notably Osman Paga, the kaymakam of Mardin, Badem,
Ottoman Crimean War, pp. 367-368.

25 Kardam, Siirgiin Yillari, pp. 140-141.

26 Badem, Ottoman Crimean War, p. 369.

87 Kardam, Siirgiin Yillar, p. 144.

238 Kardam, Siirgiin Yillan, p. 146, drawing on BOA, .MMS. 4.135, 02 C 1271 H (February
20, 1855).
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consulate in Mosul, was later arrested and sent to Istanbul and from

there into exile to Vidin in Bulgaria.?*’

Even though members of the Bedirhani family were able to maintain
some connection to their former homeland throughout the second half
of the 19" century, things on the ground were subject to change for
several reasons: For one, the Ottoman centralization efforts took up
speed from the 1850s onwards, and even if they were not always
successful, increased the general presence of the Ottoman state in
Eastern Anatolia. Secondly, with the end of the Kurdish emirates,
networks of solidarity and patronage in the region underwent large-scale
changes. A group that managed to benefit from these changes were
religious authorities, mostly sheikhs of the Naksbandiya-Halidiya order.
They continued to play an important political role throughout the late
19% and early 20™ century and in many ways emerged as rivals the
Bedirhanis had to come to terms with to assert what was left of their
influence over the region. Other actors who gained influence after the
depart of the Bedirhani family were second-rank tribal leaders. Many of
these, most prominently ibrahim Pasa Milli, managed to improve their
positions further through activities in the Hamidiye cavalry, a body of
Kurdish irregular fighters which was established during the reign of
Abdiilhamid II. Another serious local contender for power was Mustafa
Aga, the leader of the Kurdish Miran tribe. Carl Lehmann-Haupt, who
visited Cizre in March 1899, found the entire place was run by the local
Hamidiye, led by Mustafa Aga. The official of the local «civil

administration were mere bystanders.?*® The tensions between the

29 Kardam, Siirgiin Yillar, p. 146. In 1865, he and his brother Mansur Bey successfully
applied for positions in the Ottoman administration, and izzeddin Sir went on to become
mutasarrif of Yanya, Badem, Ottoman Crimean War, pp. 375-377.

20 Carl Friedrich Lehmann-Haupt, Armenien einst und jetzt, 2 vols. (Berlin: Behr, 1910),
vol. 1, p. 363: ,Die Stadt ist ginzlich in den Hinden der Hamidieh, die Zivilbehorden
spielen eine vollige Nebenrolle.“ Lehmann-Haupt also observed that brandnew barracks
had been built to house the Kurdish regiments in Cizre. Among the sources of income of
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Miran and the Bedirhanis went back far and had developed into an open
feud when Emir Bedirhan disposed and killed the Miran leader Brahim
Aga. In exile, the Bedirhanis used their local contacts in Cizre and their
growing influence in the Ottoman capital to plot against Mustafa Aga in
order to restrict his powers. But even though the Miran leader was
indeed summoned to Istanbul for punishment at some point, he
managed to hold on to his power. In 1902, Mustafa Aga was assassinated
on behalf of Aga-y1 Sor, a local ally of the Bedirhani family. Mustafa
Aga’s son Abdiilkerim followed him as leader of the Miran tribe.?*! Like
[brahim Paga Milli, Mustafa Afa was a member of the recently
established Kurdish Hamidiye regiments. He enjoyed the patronage of
the vali of Diyarbekir and had some backing from Istanbul as well. It can
therefore not have been easy for the Bedirhanis to curb his increasing
power and influence throughout the 1890s. The particular constellations
of power in the former Emirate of Bohtan help to explain why members
of the Bedirhani family never got involved with the Hamidiye and some
of them even became outspoken critics of this institution and the
Kurdish policy of Sultan Abdiilhamid II, who cast himself as the “father
of the Kurds” in general. As their local opponents relied on the
Hamidiye, it made sense for the Bedirhani family to attack this
institution. Their opposition to the Hamidiye and the authoritarian
regime of Abdiilhamid II more generally found its expression in support
for constitutionalism and decentralization, but had a very pragmatic side

to it, too, rooted in local power politics.?*

It was not only local religious authority figures and Kurdish tribes like

the Milli and Miran who filled the vacuum of power in the region of

the Hamidiye leader Mustafa Aga was the demand of tolls from the boats passing through
on the Tigris river, see p. 364.

21 Klein, Margins of Empire, p. 90.

22 Janet Klein, “State, Tribe, Dynasty, and the Contest over Diyarbekir at the Turn of the
20% century,” in: Joost Jongerden & Jelle Verheij (eds.), Social Relations in Ottoman
Diyarbekir, 1870-1915 (Leiden et al.: Brill, 2012), pp. 146-178.
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Cizre after the departure of the Bedirhanis. Particularly in the south of
the family’s former region of influence, in the Jazira region bordering
the Syrian desert, the Arabic Sammar tribe was able to extend its
influence northwards into the Emirate of Bohtan. After the 1850s and
into the early decades of the 20" century, local Kurdish tribes were
paying tribute to the Sammar.?*> An additional element of change was
brought about by the depart of local Nestorian Christians from Eastern
Anatolia in the aftermath of the First World War. Their land ownings
and other possessions were distributed among the remaining population

and had the potential to change the local balance of power.

The Bedirhanis in exile found it difficult to keep in touch with what was
going on in their former homeland. They themselves were forbidden to
travel to the region, but members of the extended family, in particular of
the branch around izzeddin Sir, were still residing in the area. Relations
to this part of the family, however, were understandably strained. There
are indications that the Bedirhanis relied to local middlemen who helped
them to maintain contact with tribal groups in the area of Bohtan. One
important intermediary was an individual by the name of AZa-y1 Sor
(also called Mehmed Sor Aga or Sirnakli Mehmed), who among other
things is said to have facilitated the distribution of the journal Kurdistan,
which was published by Abdurrahman and Mikdat Midhat Bedirhan, in
the area of Bohtan.”** Aga-y1 Sor was a leader of the Kurdish $irnak
tribe, who controlled the borderlands between the Ottoman vilayets of
Bitlis, Diyarbekir and Mosul around the turn of the century. His area of
influence also included the kaza of Cizre. In 1907, two of his sons were

held responsible for raiding and extorting protection money from

23 The practice was still noticed by the British Major Noel as he toured the region after the
First World War, see FO 608/95, “Diary of Major E. Noel on Special Duty,” dated April
1919.

2 Klein, Margins of Empire, p. 90.
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travelers who crossed this region.?*> The Sirnak tribe and the Bedirhanis
had a common enemy, the Milli tribe under ibrahim Paga, who had
filled the vacuum of power after the departure of the Bedirhani family
and with whom the Sirnak were rivaling for influence.?*® Other local
allies of the Bedirhani family in Eastern Anatolia included Kurdish tribes
from Hakkari and Miikiis.

The Bedirhani family lost not only its political influence over its former
homeland, it also faced an almost complete loss of their economic
assets. In spite of promises to the contrary by the Ottoman
authorities,?*’ the Bedirhani family lost all of their property in Eastern
Anatolia. Some of the villages the family had owned were acquired by
Sultan Abdiilmecid himself. The lion’s share, however, was usurped by
second-rank local rulers who benefited from the vacuum of power
following the departure of the Bedirhani family. The family’s
possessions were plundered and their castle was destroyed.?*® Among
those leading the pillaging of Emir Bedirhan’s property were his nephew
izzeddin Sir**° and a certain Eginli Hoca Kesbar.?*® In an attempt to
retain some degree of control over his property, Emir Bedirhan had
appointed an agent before his departure, who was charged with
managing his affairs and looking after the family’s estate in Cizre. The
agent received orders to sell some of the family’s possessions in order to
settle debts and forward other items to the family’s place of exile in
Crete. A certain Molla Sadik from Cizre was appointed to that effect.

Emir Bedirhan exchanged letters with him from exile, but Molla Sadik

25 MAE-Paris, 166 PO/E, dispatch from vice consul Degrand in Mosul to ambassador
Constans in Istanbul, dated February 7, 1907, reports of attacks on French travelers,
among them a missionary traveling through Cizre and being attacked by the sons of Aga-y1
Sor.

26 BOA, DH.MKT. 128.51, 27 S 1311 H (September 9, 1893).

27 Kardam, Siirgiin Yillar, p. 23.

28 Kardam, Siirgiin Yillar, p. 14.

2 fzzeddin Sir was the son of Mir Sevdin, who had ruled the Emirate of Bohtan prior to
Emir Bedirhan’s line of the family.

50 Kardam, Siirgiin Yillari, p. 30, on the basis of documentation from the BOA.
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did not act according to the emir’s instructions. Instead, he allowed local
officials, along with other strongmen and opponents of the family, to

pillage their possessions.?!

Over the following decades and well into the 20" century, the Bedirhani
family both contested the loss of their property and tried to regain their
political influence in Cizre and the Emirate of Bohtan. Individual family
members repeatedly attempted to reach the area of Bohtan over the late
19 century, despite the Ottoman prohibition and at great personal risk.
In line with my own impressions, Janet Klein also observed that the
Bedirhanis remained well connected in the region of the former Emirate
of Bohtan.?®? In 1879, Hiiseyin Kenan Bey Bedirhan traveled to the
region of Bohtan, apparently to garner support for a local revolt.?>® In
1894, Abduirrezzak and Halil Bey Bedirhan tried to reach Cizre via
Russia to assert their power over local tribal communities. With the CUP
in power after 1908, family members traveled again to the area of Cizre,
this time trying to use the newly emerging political opportunities to their
advantage: They wanted to run as candidates in the upcoming
parliamentary elections in 1911. As the CUP supported the family’s old
rival Abdiilkerim Miran, the Bedirhanis switched sides and ran their
election campaigns in opposition to the CUP.?>* In spite of the Bedirhan
family’s recurrent attempts to restore their influence over Cizre and
Bohtan, the region and notably the capital Cizre fell into disarray after
the departure of Emir Bedirhan.>®> The prolonged absence of the
Bedirhani family from the area of Cizre and Bohtan was a disadvantage
as family members tried to claim authority over the area in the aftermath

of the First World War: The French officials they approached were not

51 Kardam, Siirgiin Yillar, pp. 68-69, citing from BOA, .MSM. 51.1300, which contains a
letter in Arabic written by Emir Bedirhan to Molla Sadik.

B2 Klein, Margins of Empire, pp. 89-90.

53 Hasan Higyar Serdi, Goriis ve Anilarim (1907-1985) (Istanbul: Med Yayinlari, 1994), p.
105.

5% Klein, Margins of Empire, p. 124

55 Strohmeier & Yal¢in-Heckmann, Die Kurden, p. 120.
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convinced that members of the family still wielded any authority or
could garner meaningful support in Eastern Anatolia. To them,
Mahmud, the son of Ibrahim Paga Milli, seemed a much more likely
candidate to rule over the former Emirate of Bohtan.?>® The rivalry with
the Miran and Milli tribal leadership, in other words, followed the
Bedirhanis into the 20 century.

An institutionalized forgetting of the Bedirhani family in their former
area of influence was actively promoted by the Ottoman state: The
authorities had the former family home torn down and erected the new
government building in the exact same spot.?’’ This was a strong
political message, not only meant to eliminate traces of the former
rulers, but appropriating and symbolically overwriting the former hub of
their political power. The Ottoman policy was very visibly signaling to
exiled members of the Bedirhani family and any remaining local
supporters alike that the balance of power had shifted, with the central
state now controlling the very place from where the Kurdish emirs had

ruled for generations.?*®

2.6.5. The Bedirhani Family in Exile after 1847

Altogether, between three hundred and four hundred individuals from
the family and from among the closest followers of Emir Bedirhan had
accompanied him to his last stronghold, the mountain castle of Eruh.?>°

There, his party was besieged and eventually defeated by Ottoman

56 MAE-Nantes, Syrie-Liban, carton 1054, undated report from Beirut.

57 Kaiser, The Extermination of Armenians, p. 84 and Bedirhan, Otobiyografya, p. 22.

58 For an analysis of mechanisms of overwriting and silencing historical narratives, see
Michel-Rolph Trouillot, “Silencing the Past. Layers of Meaning in the Haitian Revolution,”
in: Gerald Sider & Gevin Smith (eds.), Between History and Histories. The Making of Silences
and Commemorations (Univ. of Toronto Press, 1997), pp. 31-61. Ilan Pappé has used the
concept of “memoricide” for similar efforts to erase Palestinian presence from Israeli
history, idem, The Ethnic Cleansing of Palestine (Oxford: Oneworld, 2007), pp. 225-229.

59 Kardam, Siirgiin Yillar, p. 19.

109



troops. They were arrested and a group of prisoners arrived in Istanbul
via Harput and Samsun in October 1847.2%° Upon their arrival, Emir
Bedirhan and his followers were put under arrest. The emir was then
received by Sultan Abdiilmecid and, as legend has it, greatly impressed
the Ottoman sovereign with fearlessness and wit: Asked why he had
resisted the Ottoman army, he allegedly nimbly quoted a couple of lines
from the poet ‘Umar Hayyam in Persian, the gist of which being: “I did
something bad, now you did something bad in return, where is the
difference between us?”2°! In his detailed and meticulously researched
account on the life of Emir Bedirhan in exile, however, Ahmet Kardam
has identified the roots of this narrative, which he describes as a “pembe
Oykii,” literally a rose-colored story, an account seen through rose-
colored glasses.?®? Kardam traced the narrative to a treatise written by
Mehmed Salahaddin during the reign of Sultan Abdiilhamid II, where
the author told a whitewashed version of the capture and exile of Emir
Bedirhan and his followers, downplaying the pressure, violence and

misery they had to endure. In addition, the text falsely claimed that Emir

20 Over one hundred prisoners altogether, including two of his brothers, his wives and
three children, the oldest between ten and eleven years old, accompanied Emir Bedirhan
into exile, Hakan Ozoglu, “’Nationalism’ and Kurdish Notables,” p. 398. Kardam, Siirgiin
Yillan, p. 32 cites an Ottoman official report stating that Emir Bedirhan’s brothers Salih
Bey and Es'ad Bey were with him, along with Salih Bey's son Ibrahim, sheikh
Abdiilkuddus and his son, sheikh Erzai, his treasurer, several administrators and military
leaders, messengers, and his personal secretary Osman. Kardam, Siirgiin Yilari, p. 70
mentions in addition four wives, ten daughters, nine female slaves (cariye) and ten foster
children (besleme) in the company of Emir Bedirhan, citing from BOA, I.MSM. 51.1297.
See also Liitfi, Emir Bedirhan, p. 24.

%1 The anecdote is mentioned by several sources, among them Alakom, Eski Istanbul
Kiirtleri, pp. 43-44. The reference for most later accounts seems to be Liitfi, Emir Bedirhan,
p- 26, who cites the Persian original poem as follows:

Loa S oliS o lea S S

SO OSSN

o2 Al 558 ClilSe A

O B U e 5 5 S S

Kardam, Siirgiin Yillan, p. 59, who is skeptical of the entire account, cites the verse as
follows in Turkish: Diinyada giinah islememis olan kimdir, séyle ya Rab! // Giinah islemeyen
kimse nasil yasar, soyle ya Rab! // Ben kétiiliik edeyim, se de bana kotiiliikle mukabele et // O
zaman aramizda ne fark kalir, séyle ya Rab!

262 Kardam, Siirgiin Yillari, pp. 11-13.
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Bedirhan received all kinds of privileges and financial support from the
sultan, who allegedly took a liking to him and had only reluctantly
proceeded against him, pressured by European diplomats.?®*> Mehmed
Salahaddin’s narrative seems clearly tailored to the political needs of
Sultan Abdtilhamid II, who had identified Kurds as potential allies and
loyal collaborators in the 1890s. The account, rooted in a very specific
historical context, became a key source of most later writing on the
history of the Bedirhani family. It was notably used by ibrahim Alaettin
Govsa in his in turn also very influential account of the family’s history
in his Tiirk Meshurlan Ansiklopedisi.>** Rejecting Mehmed Salahaddin’s
depictions, Ahmet Kardam argues that the suffering of the Bedirhani
family in exile was far greater than has so far been acknowledged. They
were held in captivity, covering the entire distance from Cizre to
Istanbul in chains. Arrived at their permanent place of exile in Kandiye
(Heraklion) on the island of Crete, their freedom of movement was
limited, family members were not permitted to leave the space
circumscribed by the city walls.2%> Their activities were closely monitored

and any correspondence from or to their homeland was restricted.2%

Initially, Emir Bedirhan was hoping to be allowed to settle in Istanbul
with his extended family.267 However, after less than three weeks in the
Ottoman capital, he and his family, along with some of his followers
were sent on to the island of Crete.?%® Relatively little is known about the
years Emir Bedirhan and his entourage spent on the island. They did

arrive in politically eventful times: In 1841, six years prior to their arrival,

263 Mehmed Salahaddin, Bir Tiirk Diplomatimin Evrdk- Siydsiyyesi (Istanbul, 1306). It is
unclear whether the date refers to the Hicri or Rumi calender, a complete reproduction of
the passage is provided by Kardam, Siirgiin Yillar, pp. 255-258.

2% Kardam, Siirgiin Yillar, p. 13.

265 Kardam, Siirgiin Yillar, p. 14.

266 Kardam, Siirgiin Yillar, p. 94.

27 Kardam, Siirgiin Yillar, p. 65.

28 Others were exiled to Rusguk. 125 people accompanied Emir Bedirhan to Crete, see
Kardam, Siirgiin Yillar, p. 45.
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direct Ottoman rule had been reestablished, ending the quasi-
autonomous government of Mehmed Ali Paga of Egypt over the island.
Representatives of the local Christian communities and European
observers kept demanding that Crete should either be united with the by
then independent state of Greece or else at least become independent
from the Ottoman Empire. In an atmosphere of agitation and insecurity
about the political future, several local revolts against the Ottoman rule

took place during the 1840s.

In Kandiye, the Bedirhani family and their entourage were housed in
two buildings within the city’s citadel (Kandiye Kalesi), and all exits of
the city walls were ordered to be guarded by Ottoman military or
police.2®® Throughout 1847 and 1848, the family was neither receiving
any allowance or support from the Ottoman state nor were they able to
touch their assets in Eastern Anatolia. As a consequence, the Bedirhanis

were living in great poverty.?’?

This particularly miserable situation of
confinement and lack of resources lasted for the first two years of their
exile. Beginning in 1849, the conditions were alleviated, family members
were now allowed to move freely on the island and establish contacts
with the local population. They were also permitted to work, acquire
property and invest money. These measures were meant to speed up the
assimilation of the Bedirhani family into the local population.?’! This
indicates that the initial policy of the Ottoman authorities towards the
Bedirhanis did not include the idea of removing the family from Crete
again or of grooming its younger generations as members of a

transimperial Ottoman bureaucratic elite.

269 Kardam, Siirgiin Yillar, p. 95, his account also includes a sketch of the citadel.

270 Kardam, Siirgiin Yillar, p. 101.

71 Kardam, Siirgiin Yillar, p. 114, quoting from BOA, [.MVL. 142.3955, 07 B 1265 H (May
30, 1849). Particularly, marriages into the local population were to be encouraged.
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In Crete, Emir Bedirhan supported the local administration in bringing
about the reconciliation between Christian and Muslim communities.?’2
He was reportedly quite successful in doing so, even though not much
evidence describing his actual activities can be found in the Ottoman

archives.?’3

He seems to have been put in charge on the initiative of the
grand vizier Mustafa Resid Pasa.?’* The governors of Crete were
changing quickly at the time. The Bedirhanis in exile were received by
vali Mustafa Na‘ili Paga in 1847.27> On the eve of the Crimean War, in
July 1853, Emir Bedirhan petitioned the Ottoman authorities for
permission to leave the island and settle in Istanbul instead.?’® When
this request was not granted, Emir Bedirhan wrote a follow-up letter, this
time trying another angle, offering his services in the war against Russia
which had broken out in the meantime — in the hopes of being allowed
to leave the island to do so0.2”” His petition again remained unanswered.
Neither he nor his followers were allowed to join the Ottoman army as
irregulars, and surveillance of the family was even intensified when their
relative Izzeddin Sir led an uprising in the Emirate of Bohtan in
1854/55.278 In 1855, Emir Bedirhan bought a piece of land on Crete,?”® a

farm two hours away from the city of Kandiye.?®° Due to restrictions still

22 Ozoglu, “’Nationalism’ and Kurdish Notables,” p. 398.

73 Kardam, Siirgiin Yillar, p. 15.

2% Alakom, Eski Istanbul Kiirtleri, p. 205, quoting from Ziya Sakir, Yarim Asir Evvel Bizi
Idare Edenler (Istanbul: Anadolu Tiirk Kitap Deposu, 1943), vol. 2, p. 185.

Y5 Mustafa Na'ili Pasa was succeeded as vali of Crete by Vamik Paga in 1851, whose
successors in turn were Mehmed Emin Paga in 1852 and then Veliyiiddin Paga, the son of
former vali Mustafa Na‘ili Paga, in 1855. In 1858, Veliyiiddin was recalled and replaced by
Sami Pasa, see Kuneralp, Osmanl erkdn ve ricali, pp. 93, 109 and 124-125.

Y76 Kardam, Siirgiin Yillar, pp. 131-132, citing from Emir Bedirhan’s petition to the grand
vizier in BOA, A.DVN. 90.18, dated 19 L 1269 H (July 26, 1853).

27 Kardam, Siirgiin Yillan, pp. 135-136, citing from BOA, A.MKT.NZD. 108.104, letters
from Emir Bedirhan to the grand vizier, dated 09 Ra 1270 and 05 C 1270.

278 Kardam, Siirgiin Yillar, p. 146.

29 According to a document cited by Kardam, Siirgiin Yillar, p. 160, Emir Bedirhan took
out a loan of 150.000 kurug to purchase the land, cited from BOA, MVL. 178.113, 17 Ra
1273 H (November 16, 1856).

80 Rardam, Siirgiin Yillar, pp. 155-157. Under the name Kabil Hora, this piece of farmland
is also mentioned by Mehmed Salih Bedirhan in his memoirs, see Uzun & Bedir-Han,
Defter-i A’malim, pp. 52-53, indicating that the farm continued to operate after the death of
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in place for members of the Bedirhani family, prohibiting them from
leaving the area circumscribed by Kandiye’s city walls, the farm had to
be operated by middlemen. During an earthquake in October 1856, the
Bedirhani farm suffered severe damage, causing Emir Bedirhan to turn
to the Ottoman authorities and ask for help in financing the

reconstruction works.?®! Yet again, his plea remained unanswered.

In 1857, after ten years in exile, however, Emir Bedirhan’s pleas found
more attention. He and his family were pardoned by the sultan and
finally allowed to leave the island of Crete and settle in Istanbul. His
family members were now also allowed to apply for positions in the
Ottoman administration, but preference would be given to appointments
in the western part of the Ottoman Empire. No family members would
be allowed to return to their former homeland in Cizre.282 Kardam, who
investigated this period of the Bedirhani family history in great detail,
assumes that this change in the Ottoman policy towards the family was
due to fears that family members, possibly the adolescent sons of Emir
Bedirhan, would find a way to escape from exile and rekindle unrest
among their followers of old in Eastern Anatolia if they saw no other
option to make a living. It seemed advisable to instead secure the loyalty
of the family by giving the younger family members a perspective within
the imperial bureaucracy.?®> From looking into comparable cases of
exiles, it seems fair to say that the treatment the Bedirhani family
received was exceptional. A former companion and follower of Emir
Bedirhan, Han Mahmud, who was exiled with his family from Cizre to
Rus¢uk in Bulgaria in 1847, was not treated with the same

consideration: Despite repeated petitions over the following decades,

Emir Bedirhan. The exact location and trajectory of the farmland has not been identified
yet, see also Kardam, Siirgiin Yillar, p. 157.

21 Kardam, Siirgiin Yillar, pp. 160-161, drawing on Emir Bedirhan’s petition to the meclis-i
vala, BOA, MVL. 178.113, 17 Ra 1273 H (November 16, 1856).

82 Rardam, Siirgiin Yillar,, pp. 167-169.

83 Kardam, Siirgiin Yillar, pp. 169-170.
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Han Mahmud was never pardoned or allowed to leave his place of exile,
nor did he receive any special attention or material support from the

Ottoman authorities.2%*

In the summer of 1857, Emir Bedirhan set off to the Ottoman capital.?®®
Upon his arrival, Emir Bedirhan received an amnesty and was bestowed
the rank of an Ottoman pasa and the title of a miri miran.28¢ The
allowance accorded to the Bedirhan family was also increased
considerably on that occasion. Emir Bedirhan was offered to stay in
Istanbul permanently, but he preferred to return to Crete, where he
would now enjoy greater freedom of movement and financial security.??’
Conditions, however, applied: Even after the amnesty, the Ottoman
authorities made it clear that a return of family members to their former
homeland was undesirable and that family members should not seek
employment in or by any other means enter the greater area of
Anatolia.?®® Career paths and trajectories of all male members of the
family who served in the Ottoman administration demonstrate that this
condition was in effect throughout late Ottoman times — prior to the end

of the rule of Sultan Abdilhamid II, not a single one of them was

appointed anywhere near to Eastern Anatolia.

According to his own wishes, Emir Bedirhan returned to Kandiye after a
brief stint in Istanbul. On Crete, a conflict between local Christian and
Muslim communities erupted in May 1858. Reform measures which
had been announced in 1856 had raised expectations among non-
Muslim inhabitants to achieve greater equality. However, many non-

Muslims were dissatisfied as they continued to perceive their situation

2% Kardam, Siirgiin Yillar, p. 176.

25 Kardam, Siirgiin Yillar, p. 172.

286 Kardam, Siirgiin Yillari, p. 172, citing from a imperial decree in BOA, A.DVN.MHM.
23.65, 30 M 1274 H (September 9, 1858).

7 Kardam, Siirgiin Yillar, p. 173 and also Liitfi, Emir Bedirhan, p. 30.

28 1iitfi, Emir Bedirhan, p. 30.
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on the ground as marked by oppression and discrimination. Tensions in
Crete were further fueled by rumors that the local government planned
to increase taxes, targeting non-Muslims in particular. Intercommunal
violence erupted after Ottoman tax collectors had been attacked by
Christian villagers. Many Muslim villagers, who were in the minority in
most rural areas of Crete, fled to the fortified cities, seeking refuge with
government officials and the Ottoman military stationed there. In the
cities, tensions between Muslims and Christians thus also increased,

and there was fear of violence and massacres.

According to consistent reports from both British and French diplomats
present in Crete at the time, Emir Bedirhan attempted to deescalate the
situation and, notably, provided a refuge for persecuted Christians in his
house and gardens in Kandiye.?®® Emir Bedirhan was in a position to
mediate between the two communities, as he was also said to enjoy great
influence and respect among the Muslim community of Kandiye.?** The
relations of the Bedirhani family to the Naksbandiya-Halidiya order
constitute one possible way which could have facilitated this kind of
influence — there is, however, no concrete evidence to support this
assumption. For his efforts, Emir Bedirhan was awarded the Ottoman
Mecidiye order (of the 4™ degree) in 1858.2°! In spite of this recognition
and a renewed raise of his allowance, Emir Bedirhan continued to feel
treated like an outsider on the island of Crete, slighted by the local
officials and notables. In a petition addressed to the Ottoman meclis-i

vala, he asked to be transferred to another location.??? He also

289 Kardam, Siirgiin Yillari, pp. 188-189, quoting from British and French consular reports.
The episode is also mentioned by Liitfi, Emir Bedirhan, pp. 32-33.

20 Georges Perrot, “Les Kurdes de 'Haimaneh.” In: Revue des Deux Mondes (Feb. 1865), p.
628 comparing Emir Bedirhan’s activities to Abdiilkadir al-Gaza’iri’s efforts to protect the
Christian population in Lebanon, and Kardam, Siirgiin Yillar:, pp. 190-191 and 270-273 for
a Turkish translation of passages from Perrot’s work which are related to Emir Bedirhan.
1 Kardam, Siirgiin Yillar, p. 210.

22 Kardam, Siirgiin Yillari, pp. 213-214, drawing on BOA, MVL.782.64, dated 27 S 1275 H
(October 5, 1858).
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complained repeatedly that his allowance was not paid regularly. It took
another five years, however, until Emir Bedirhan was finally allowed to
leave Crete and settle in Istanbul with his family in 1863. In the
Ottoman capital, he bought a mansion spacious enough to house his
entire family in the neighborhood of Fatih, close to the Yavuz Selim
Mosque.??® This building later hosted the Dariigsafaka association. Some
members of the family, among them Emir Bedirhan’s brother Es‘ad,
continued to live on the island of Crete after 1863, and the family also
retained some property there.?* Emir Bedirhan and his family lived in
the neighborhood of Fatih for seven years. Upon their father’s request,
several of the older sons of the Bedirhani family were appointed to
positions in the Ottoman administration: Emir Bedirhan’s son Necib, for
example, started his career as a clerk at the meclis-i vala.?® In June 1868,
shortly before the death of Emir Bedirhan, the Bedirhani family moved
to Syria. Some sources say that Emir Bedirhan wanted to relocate for
health reasons, as he did not support the air in Istanbul very well.?*® He
rented a house in the city of Damascus for his family to live in. Again, he
asked for his older sons to be given positions in the local Ottoman
administration, thus laying the foundation for the intricate network of
the Bedirhani family in Ottoman Syria.?”’” Some members of his family,
among them some of his older daughters who had gotten married in the
meantime, stayed behind in Istanbul while the rest of the family moved
to Ottoman Syria. Emir Bedirhan’s daughter Zarife, who was the wife of

Mehmed Arif Bey Mardin, was among those who stayed in the capital.

23 Alakom, Eski Istanbul Kiirtleri, p. 45.

* Uzun & Bedir-Han, Defter-i A’'malhm, pp. 52-53.

25 Kardam, Siirgiin Yillar, p. 232.

26 gakir, Yarim Asir Evvel, vol. 2, p. 185.

%7 Dogan Giirpinar, Ottoman Imperial Diplomacy. A Political, Social and Cultural History
(London: I.B. Tauris, 2014), p. 97 points out that other Ottoman notable families like the
Karaosmanoglus, the Menemencioglus and the Capanoglus were also increasingly seeking
out opportunities in the Ottoman state service for younger family members from the mid-
19 century onwards.
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With her husband and children, she lived in a mansion also known as

Bedirhani Pasa Késkii on the island Biiyiikada.?*®

Only one year after his arrival in Damascus, in the summer of 1869,
Emir Bedirhan passed away. He was buried at the cemetery in the Rukn
ad-Din neighborhood of the city. Emir Bedirhan was allegedly survived
by four wives, five odaliks or concubines, forty-two children and twelve
grandchildren. His second eldest son Necib Bey assumed the
responsibilities as the head of the family after Emir Bedirhan’s death.?%
Necib Bey’s abilities were immediately put to the test: Not only did he
have to sort out the inheritance of his father, making sure the Ottoman
allowance payments would continue to flow, his family had also just lost

their home and belongings in Damascus to a fire.3%

2.6.6. (Differing) Historical Narratives from Within the Family

The history of the Bedirhani family as it is reconstructed by historians
today and has been briefly laid out above differs to no small extend from
accounts given by family members themselves at different points in time
and to various audiences. One rather detailed account was provided by
Abdiirrezzak Bedirhan in 1910, after he returned from exile and was
preparing to leave the Ottoman Empire and settle permanently in
Czarist Russia. In his plea for asylum to the Russian ambassador in
Istanbul, he stated the following: For time immemorial, the ancestors of
his family had ruled over vast territories between Bitlis, Van, Erzurum,

Diyarbekir, Urfa and Hakkari, their influence extending at times as far

28 For the history and a historical photograph of the mansion, see Pars Tuglaci, Tarih
Boyunca Istanbul Adalar 2 vols. (Istanbul: Cem Yayinevi, 1989), vol. 1, pp. 217-218.

29 Kardam, Siirgiin Yillar, p. 240.

39 Kardam, Siirgiin Yilan, p. 241, citing from a letter Necib Bey Bedirhan addressed to the
grand vizier, in BOA, 1.DH.598.41717, no date.
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as Siileymaniye, Mosul and into the Ottoman-Iranian borderlands.3"!

This statement is greatly exaggerated, both with regards to the area
supposedly under control of the family and the time frame given. As it
has been pointed out above, prior to the advent of Emir Bedirhan on the
stage in the 1830s, the ancestors of the Bedirhani family had not played a
prominent role in local affairs at all. Abdiirrezzak Bey traced the origins
of his family to the Kurdish dynasty of the Azizan, who he claimed had
continuously ruled over the historical region of Bohtan for the past
millennium. According to Abdiirrezzak Bey’s account, the Bedirhani
family’s loyalty to the Ottoman state and imperial dynasty also went back
far into history: When the Ottoman Sultan Selim I opposed the Safavids
in Eastern Anatolia, the Sunni Azizan were found fighting on his side
against the Shiite enemy.’? Abdiirrezzak continued by stating that his
ancestors’ reign had always been a peaceful one, as the family was highly
respected by the different communities in the region. They were in
particular trusted by local Christians, whom they treated with justice and
tolerance. Abdiirrezzak Bey’s narrative is an implicit response to
accusations that Emir Bedirhan had persecuted and massacred
Nestorian Christians, which were ongoing at the time of his writing in
the early 20" century, both among Ottoman and European observers. In
his first account from 1910, Abdiirrezzak Bey passed over the events
which led to the military expedition against his grandfather in silence.>*®
In a second account on his family history dating from 1915,
Abdurrezzak then changed his plot somewhat, claiming that the
growing influence and popularity of Emir Bedirhan in Anatolia had
worried Sultan Abdiilmecid and eventually led to the military campaign
against him.3%* Abdiirrezzak Bey continued his account with a report on

the arrival of the Ottoman military expedition against Emir Bedirhan

301 Bedirhan, Otobiyografya, pp. 12-14.
302 Bedirhan, Otobiyografya, p. 13.
303 Bedirhan, Otobiyografya, pp. 12-14.
304 Bedirhan Otobiyografya, p. 21.
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under Osman Paga: 15.000 Ottoman soldiers, he relates, waged war
against the Bedirhans for more than one year, committing massacres
among the local population. Ultimately, a defeated Emir Bedirhan was
exiled from his homeland. As the Ottoman rational for the military
expedition against the Bedirhanis is not mentioned in this account, the
attacks appear unlawful and arbitrary. The Bedirhani family and their
followers are presented as victims of an unjust intervention.
Abdiirrezzak Bey is particularly bitter about the fact that medals and
decorations were given out to those who participated in the military
expedition against the Bedirhani family. At the eve of the First World
War, he continues to bear hatred towards the high officials who still

5

wear this so-called Kiirdistan Madalyasi,>® a constant reminder of the

defeat of his family.

In his account, Abdiirrezzak Bey is telling a story about him and his
family being wronged by the Ottoman state, as part of an argument he
makes for no longer being bound to this state and eager to emigrate to
Russia. Later accounts which members of the Bedirhan family have
given of the family history differ from Abdiirrezzak Bey’s turn-of-the-
century version: The brothers Celadet and Kamuran Bedirhan, living in
exile in the French mandate territories in Syria and Lebanon in the
1930s, tell a story tailored to the newly emerging narrative of Kurdish

nationalist history. They stress the fact that their family suffered greatly

305 Kardam, Siirgiin Yillar, p. 78 provides some detail on the medal, along with two
pictures: There were four categories of the Kiirdistan Madalyasi, differing in value and
distinction: The grand vizier Mustafa Regid Paga (1800-1858), the ser‘asker Damad
Mehmed Said Paga (d. 1869) and the commander of the Ottoman army in Anatolia, Osman
Pasa (d. 1847), received the first order, the second order was awarded to all generals and
pasas who took part in the campaign, to the defierdar of the Ottoman army in Anatolia, as
well as to the vali of Mosul Es‘ad Mehmed Muhlis Pasa Ayagh (1780-1851), the vali of
Harput Hac Ali Pasa Kiitahyali (Germiyanoglu, d. 1876), the vali of Diyarbekir Mehmed
Hayreddin Pasa (d. 1869), the vali of Sivas Ali Agkar Paga (d.1868) and the vali of Erzurum
Ahmed izzet Paga (1798-1876). The medal sported a mountain landscape on its back,
symbolizing the Kurdish areas and allowing the bearer — successfully, as is illustrated by
Abdiirrezzak Bey’s continued anger — to symbolically appropriate them.
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from displacement, being exiled from their Kurdish homeland under
atrocious conditions in the mid-19" century. Their narrative evokes
parallels to Kemalist policies of forced resettlement of Kurdish
communities in the western part of the Turkish Republic they witnessed
at the time of their writing. The audience that Celadet and Kamuran
Bedirhan were hoping to win over with their narrative, the Kurdish
community in exile, was familiar with the sufferings of displacement. By
stressing similar experiences in the history of their own family, the
Bedirhanis could hope to increase their credibility and the legitimacy of
their claims to a leadership role, in particular since they had mostly
escaped the latest wave suffering and suppression in Turkey in the 1920s
and 1930s, having lived in exile in Europe, Egypt and Syria since the end
of the First World War.3%

2.7. The Bedirhanis from a Perspective of Family Sociology

It has to be defined what is understood by “family” as the concept is
applied to the Bedirhanis: What ties family members together, and
through which discourses are belonging, unity and difference negotiated
and constructed? How did the Bedirhanis situate themselves within the
wider Ottoman-Kurdish community and with regards to Kurdish tribes

in Anatolia? How does the extended family cast itself as a community?

2.7.1. Genealogy

Kinship, in general and also in the case of the Bedirhani family, is best
understood not as an actual practice or as a system of rules and

prescriptions guiding actual practices in any predictable way, but as a

306 Celadet Ali Bedirxan [Herekol Azizan], De la Question Kurde. La Loi de Déportation et de
Dispersion des Kurdes (Istanbul: Avesta Yayinlari, 1997 [1934]) for his views on exile and
displacement, in particular pp. 26-27 and 38.
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powerful ideology which individuals will refer to, but not necessarily act
upon. Neatly written out genealogies and family trees can contain
invented elements and can also quite effectively mask discontinuities

and ruptures.

[t is interesting to note that throughout the family history, it is only Emir
Bedirhan who is referred to as a common ancestor, the previous
genealogy is alluded to, but rarely cited. This is not at least an indicator
for ongoing dynamics and re-shuffling within the Kurdish tribal context.
Litfi [Ahmed Ramiz], who is citing from the Serefname, does give the
following genealogy, going back seven generations: Emir Bedirhan is
identified as the son of Abdullah Han, son of Mustafa Han, son of
Isma‘il Han, son of Mansur Han, son of Emir Seref Han II, son of Emir
Mehmed Han, son of Emir Seref Han 1.3 As illustrated by this
genealogy, the Bedirhani family identity is passed on through a
patrilineal system. The pivot of the family genealogy, however, is Emir
Bedirhan himself. Daughters of the family, who leave the Bedirhani
household after their marriages, fade into the background once a
patrilineal perspective is adopted. However, it has been pointed out that
kinship ideology does not always mirror actual practice: Not all of the
female members of the Bedirhani family vanished from the scene after
their marriage. To the contrary, some of the matrilineal connections
continued to be important or were reactivated, in particular as
individuals want to stress their own Kurdish identity by pointing to their
relation to the prestigious Bedirhani family. One case in point is the
Kurdish activist Musa Anter (1920-1992), whose wife was a member of
the Bedirhani family. This is rather exceptional and bears testimony to

the prominence of the Bedirhani family even after the collapse of the

397 Lutfi, Emir Bedirhan, p. 8.
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Ottoman Empire, whose genealogical prestige is able to overwrite that of

other families.3%8

Insights from anthropological research on kinship among Kurdish tribal
populations, although copious, did not prove helpful in the case of the
Bedirhani family: I could find no evidence of members of the Bedirhani
family situating themselves within a larger system of tribal relations.
Different from what has been established as the standard setting of the

® members of the Bedirhani family

Kurdish tribal kinship systems,3’
apparently did not consider themselves as parts of a particular sub-tribe
(Kurdish ocax or qabile) or tribe (Kurdish esiret). Rather, with their
pronounced claim to leadership, they attempt to position themselves
outside and beyond the framework of tribal loyalties and oppositions.*1?
Thus, they recommend themselves as mediators in case of conflict
between tribes and as mobilizers of larger, intertribal units. It is also
noteworthy in this respect that in the contemporary Ottoman state
documentation, the Bedirhani family was also not described as of tribal
origins. The term ‘asiret did figure very prominently in Ottoman
documents on tribal affairs of any kind and was a key concept in the
depiction of tribal unrest among the Kurds in Eastern Anatolia in
particular. It carried strong pejorative connotations, placing the

members of the tribes outside the confines of civilization.?!! Generally,

3% On this question more generally, see Edhem Eldem, “Urban Voices from Beyond:
Identity, Status and Social Strategies in Ottoman Muslim Funerary Epitaphs of Istanbul
(1700-1850),” in: Virginia Aksan & Daniel Goffman (eds.), Early Modern Ottomans.
Remapping the Empire (Cambridge Univ. Press, 2007), pp. 233-255.

399 Yalgin-Heckmann, Tribe and Kinship, pp. 98-102.

319 The classic model of the segmentary society and mediators from “outside the system”
as discussed in social anthropology goes back to Edward Evans-Pritchard, The Nuer. A
Description of the Modes of Livelihood and Political Institutions of a Nilotic People (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1947). On mediators in the Kurdish context, see Bruinessen, Agha,
Shaikh and State, pp. 67-69.

311 See the Ottoman discourse on tribes in the Ottoman-Iranian borderlands, e.g. the
Hamawand tribe. Also Sabri Ates, Empires at the Margin: Towards a History of the Ottoman-
Iranian Borderland and the Borderland Peoples, 1843-1881, Diss., New York University, 2006,
p. 405.
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the Bedirhani family was not characterized or understood along those
terms by the Ottoman authorities, and I encountered no instance where

members of the family used these characterizations for themselves.

How, then, did the members of the Bedirhani family refer to
themselves? The Kurdish concept of mal, which I briefly introduced
above, was used within the family and continues to have some currency
within the community of Kurdish supporters to refer to the family. The
tombstone of Emir Bedirhan in Damascus, for instance, is inscribed
with “mala Bedirxan,” Kurdish for “the Bedirhani family.” In their
communications with the Ottoman authorities in late Ottoman times,
members of the family preferred to refer to themselves collectively as the
“Bedirhan Pagazade” or else used the expression “familya,”*!? translating
the complex concept of mal into an Ottoman context. As family names
were reserved to the most prominent families in the Ottoman realm, the
fact that the Bedirhanis were continuously addressed as “Bedirhan
Pagazade” or “Bedirhanzade” in the Ottoman sources is an indicator of

their elevated social position.*!?

2.7.2. Household Structures

Looking into the households members of the Bedirhani family lived in
during the late 19" century, the following patterns can be identified:
While not all children of Emir Bedirhan lived together under the same
roof after their father had passed away, the family did tend to cluster and
form, by the standards of late 19" century Istanbul, comparatively large

household communities. While almost half of Istanbul households

312 See BOA, $D. 370.34, ek 3 and 5, 15. Kanun II 1305 M (January 27, 1890), for one
example.

313 Meriwether, The Kin Who Count, pp. 35-36 and Bouquet, “Famille, familles, grandes
familles,” p. 203.
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consisted of three or fewer individuals in the late 19™ century,’'* the
Bedirhani households were considerably larger. Often, brothers shared
one home, with younger brothers moving in with older, already married
siblings and their families. Ali Samil Paga Bedirhan was the head of a
particularly large household, he lived with several wives, concubines and
their children. His living situation was regarded as fairly exceptional by
the standards of late 19" century Istanbul as well.3!* The sheer size of
the Bedirhani family stood out to their contemporaries and is, to this
day, mentioned in most sources on the family. The family was, by any
standards, rather big. Emir Bedirhan is said to have fathered a legendary
forty sons and forty daughters®!® — I was able to trace twenty-three sons
and eighteen daughters. In the generation of the sons of Emir Bedirhan,
the average number of children was 4.5, which was slightly above the
Istanbul average at the time.*'” The family was further divided and
structured by the different wives of Emir Bedirhan and their respective
children. These branches or factions of the extended family stood close
together and shared common interests, sometimes also rivaling with
other family branches about resources and influence. One example for
these internal divisions, which will be addressed in greater detail
throughout the following chapters, was alluded to by Mehmed Salih
Bedirhan in his memoirs. He recalled tensions between the children of
his own grandmother Rugen Bedirhan and Ali Samil Paga, who had a
different mother.?!® Servants and other dependents were also an integral
part of the Bedirhani family: When they left their homeland in Eastern

Anatolia and were sent into exile, the Bedirhanis were accompanied by a

31 Alan Duben & Cem Behar, Istanbul Houscholds. Marriage, Family and Fertility 1880 —
1940 (Cambridge Univ. Press, 1991), p. 50.

315 For the comparisons, see Duben & Behar, Istanbul Households, pp. 50-55.

316 Tiitfi, Emir Bedirhan, p. 33 mentions twenty-one sons and twenty-one daughters who
survived their father’s death in 1868. Altogether, Liitfi claimed that Emir Bedirhan fathered
ninety-six children.

377 Duben & Behar, Istanbul Households, p. 161. While the authors give the average number
of children per woman, the Bedirhani family tree is much better documented for the sons
of the family, i.e. on the patrilineal side.

318 Uzun & Bedir-Han, Defier-i A’malim, p. 37.
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number of servants, among them wet nurses and teachers of the
Bedirhani children. One of them was the Kurdish poet Haci Kadir [Haci
Qadiré Koyi] (1815-1897) from Kdysancak in Iraq, who was employed as
a tutor for the children of the family.’!® In 20%™.century Kurdish
nationalist historiography, Hac1 Kadir was idolized as an early Kurdish
national poet.*?® But the Bedirhani household also had many non-
Kurdish members in Ottoman times: Both Emin Ali Bey and
Abdurrahman Bey Bedirhan, for instance, employed Greek governesses
for their children.??! As they were part of the urban elite of Ottoman
Istanbul, the Bedirhani family employed numerous servants.*?? Some of
them accompanied the family members into exile after the murder of
Ridvan Paga in 1906.323

The boundaries of the household and the residential units of members
of the Bedirhani family were not fixed, but exhibited great fluidity. As
family members moved across the empire for employment or to do
business, they were hosted by their relatives in Istanbul, Damascus or
Jerusalem. Traveling family members found accommodation for shorter
or even extended periods of time, as the childhood trajectory of Mehmed
Salih Bedirhan, who traveled with his grandmother Rusen and lived with
different family members in Istanbul, Syria and the Aegean island of

Lemnos throughout the 1880s, aptly illustrates.’?* In times of need,

319 Strohmeier & Yalgin-Heckmann, Die Kurden, p. 35. According to Celadet Bedirhan,
Haa Kadir was the son of the Kurdish religious scholar Mela Ehmed from Anatolia. Hacci
Kadir came to Istanbul to study and eventually also died there in 1912. See Herekol Azizan
[Celadet Bedirhan], “Klasikén me. An Sahir (i Edibén me én kevin.” In: Hawar 33 (October
1, 1941), pp. 6-14.

320 See e.g. the depiction in Alakom, Eski Istanbul Kiirtleri, p. 114.

321 Kamuran Bedirhan in his autobiographical interview, Joyce Blau, “Mémoires de 1'émir
Kamuran Bedir-Khan.” In: Etudes Kurdes 1 (2000), p. 79, and Miiveddet G&nensay,
Miiveddet Gonensay’in Amilari, pp. 8-9.

322 According to Duben & Behar, Istanbul Households, p. 50 only 8 % of Istanbul
households around the turn of the century had live-in servants. By these standards, the
Bedirhanis were part of the urban elite.

323 Blau, “Mémoires de I'émir Kamuran Bedir-Khan,” p. 83.

324 Uzun & Bedir-Han, Defter-i A’malim, pp. 35-40.
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family members took relatives in to live with them, as was the case with
Dilber Hanim and her children after her husband Kamil Bey Bedirhan
went missing in the Russian-Ottoman borderlands in the aftermath of
the First World War.3?°

While their father had been married four times and had, in addition,
kept a number of concubines, most of Emir Bedirhan’s sons and
grandsons lived either monogamously or with two wives. In doing so,
they were in line with the Istanbul average at the time, with most men
living monogamously.??® In this respect, the Bedirhani family
underwent an “Ottomanization.” An exception that has already been
mentioned was Ali Samil Paga Bedirhan. Another area where similar
assimilations to norms prevailing within the Ottoman imperial elite can
be observed is the choice of family members’ places of residence in late
Ottoman times. In both Istanbul and in Damascus, the two centers of
the Bedirhani family in the late 19 century, family members lived in
well-off, recently developed suburban environments. This indicates the
social standing and aspirations of the family in late Ottoman society. The
family members’ neighbors came from diverse ethnic and linguistic
background but most of them were, like the Bedirhanis themselves,
Ottoman state officials. In spite of the undeniable rupture the First
World War and the ensuing foundation of the Turkish Republic
represented for the Bedirhani family history, residential patterns of the
Bedirhani family members exhibit some continuity. Around the turn of
the century, Ali Samil Paga lived in a spacious wooden konak in the

neighborhood of Ségiitliicesme in Kadikdy, Istanbul.3?” From his house,

325 Malmisanij [Mehmet Tayfun], Cizira Botanh Bedirhaniler ve Bedirhani Ailesi Dernegi'nin
Tutanaklar (Spanga: Apec, 1994), p. 39, citing from the records of the Bedirhani family
meetings in 1920.

326 Duben & Behar, Istanbul Households, pp. 148-149.

327 Adnan Giz, Bir Zamanlar Kadiksy (1900 - 1950) (Istanbul: letisim Yayinlari, 1988), pp.
134-135 and Miifid Ekdal, Kapali Hayat Kutusu. Kadikéy Konaklar (Istanbul: Yapr Kredi
Yayinlari, 2005), pp. 378-379.
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the train tracks leading away from the Haydarpasga station could be seen.
Among Ali Samil Paga’s neighbors were the imperial palace jeweler

Acemi Hiiseyin Efendi,’?8

the Misirhioglu family, who were money
lenders (sarrafs) of Christian descent from Egypt,*”® and the Greek
Zamboglu family.33? Ali Samil Pasa Bedirhan lived thus among well-off
and influential Istanbulites. When he was exiled from Istanbul in 1906,
his wife continued to stay in their house in Sogitliicesme. Later, the
building was used as a primary school during the Allied occupation of
Istanbul until it was finally demolished in the 1930s.33! The plot of land
in what is today Misak-1 Milli Sokak in Kadikdy currently hosts the
building of the Kizilay Tip Merkezi.?3? Even after their family home was
demolished, at least one of Ali Samil Paga’s descendants, however,
continued to live in Kadikdy into Turkish Republican times: His son

Ubeyit Samil [Cinar] had a dental practice there.?*3

Prior to 1906, Emin Ali Bey Bedirhan and his family also lived in
Kadikéy, in a konak in the Mihiirdar Caddesi. Abdiirrezzak Bey
Bedirhan, at the time working in the Yildiz Palace, lived on the
European side of the Bosphorus, in the suburb of Sigli around the turn
of the century, in a new house within a representative, recently
developed neighborhood. Several of his younger, unmarried brothers
lived in his household.3** The descendants of Osman Pasa Bedirhan and
his wife Nesrin Hanim owned a house in the Feneryolu neighborhood
and continued to live there in early Republican times.3*> Not only the

wealthy suburbs of Istanbul, but also the island of Biiytikada, popular

328 Ekdal, Kapalh Hayat Kutusu, pp. 348-349.

329 Ekdal, Kapals Hayat Kutusu, pp. 370-372.

330 Ekdal, Kapal Hayat Kutusu, p. 376.

331 Ekdal, Kapals Hayat Kutusu, pp. 378-379.

332 Bilgili, Istanbul’un Sokak Isimleri, p. 503.

333 Miifid Ekdal, Bizans Metropoliinde ilk Tiirk Koyii Kadikoy (Istanbul: Kadikéy Belediye
Bagkanlig: Kiiltiir Yayinlari, 1996), p. 264.

334 For further information, see the respective chapters 4 and 5.

335 Alakom, Eski Istanbul Kiirtleri, p. 168.
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with the urban elite of the city in the late 19 and early 20" centuries,
attracted some members of the Bedirhani family. Zarife Hamim, a
daughter of Emir Bedirhan and wife of Mehmed Arif Paga Mardin, lived
in a spacious kdsk on the island in 1903, together with her son Omer
Fevzi and the second wife of her husband, Leyla Hanim, along with the

latter’s children.33¢

2.8. Resources to Draw on to Claim Legitimation, Leadership, and
Status

Throughout the 19™ century, members of the Bedirhani family drew on
different resources and had made use of different concepts in describing
who they were, where they came from and — most importantly — why
others should support or obey them. The homeland of the family in the
area of Bohtan, which played an indispensable role in this context, has
already been discussed above. Religion, social status and the attempt to
write the trajectory and accomplishments of the family into a larger,
newly emerging narrative of Kurdish national history are three key areas
of such resources to be investigated more closely in the following
subsections. These legitimation strategies were subject to changes over
time, with some elements gaining prominence while others, notably
religion, gradually faded into the background. An interesting
contradiction can be observed in this regard: Discernably, imperial
strategies of legitimation became outright undesirable as the 20
century proceeded, even though the underlying networks and concepts,
notably an imperial background and habitus the Bedirhani family
members shared with many, also non-Kurdish, contemporaries

continued to work to the advantage of the family. While still being drawn

336 Tuglaci, Istanbul Adalar, vol. 1, p. 217, also cited by Alakom, Eski Ystanbul Kiirtleri, p.
45,
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on, however, these elements were no longer openly displayed or talked

about.

The skills members of the family relied on to generate acceptance for
their claims to status and leadership also varied over time, as well as the
success family members had in applying different strategies. One
example for a skill that was not a prominent concern for the first
generation of Bedirhanis in exile but became increasingly relevant in the
late 19" century was the ability to voice and shape opinions in the
growing sphere of Ottoman print journalism. Members of the Bedirhani
family of the second and third generations, prominently among them
Sureyya, Celadet and Kamuran Bedirhan, picked up on these
developments and became prolific journalists. These individuals can be
regarded as part of a generation of imperial intellectuals which emerged
after the Constitutional Revolution of 1908 and was to shape the
developments in the Middle East over the following decades. As
members of this generation, some Bedirhanis relied on specific
strategies of legitimation, setting themselves apart from a people that
was to be educated and enlightened by them.?}” It makes sense to read
these developments not limited to the emergence of Kurdish nationalist
thinking, but in the broader context of transformations of imperial
structures observable within the entire Ottoman imperial elite (and even
beyond, as very similar developments and shifts can be traced in the

Russian or Hapsburg Empires at the time).

2.8.1.  The Role of Religion

Throughout late Ottoman times, an important element of the Bedirhani

family’s identity was their religious affiliation. They were Sunni

337 Leyla Dakhli, Une génération d'intellectuels arabes. Syrie et Liban (1908-1940) (Paris: Ed.
Karthala, 2009), pp. 7-8.
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Muslims, adherents of the Shafii mazhab and followers of the
Nakgbandiya-Halidiya branch of sufism. While the members of the
family themselves were political leaders and not a single family member
figured among the sheikhs or ‘ulama’ of Ottoman times, they enjoyed
close connections to the Nakgbandiya Sufi order and used the extended
network of the order to forward the family’s interests. Mawlana Halid-i
Bagdadi (1779-1827) is credited with having brought the Naksbandiya
tradition to the Kurdish regions of the Ottoman Empire in the early 19"
century. There had been Naksbandiya orders in Kurdistan before,**® but
only with the return of Mawlana Halid from India did the movement
really take root in the Kurdish regions. Mawlana Halid was originally
from Sehr-i Zor in the region of Siilleymaniye. From there, he was exiled
to Baghdad and later, in 1822, to Damascus, in the aftermath of a
dispute with the ruling family of Siileymaniye, the Babanzade, and the
established religious orders of the Kadiriya tradition, who feared the
newcomer’s increasing influence and competition.?** In spite of being
exiled, Mawlana Halid attracted thousands of followers during his life
time, and his successors (hulafa’) were active all over the Ottoman
Empire, as well as in Iran, providing the Naksbandiya-Halidiya order
with an extensive transregional network. Many of the leading
protagonists in Kurdish history of the later 19" century had connections
to the Naksbandiya-Halidiya tradition, prominently among them sheikh
Ubaidullah. Sheikh Ubaidullah’s father, Seyyid Taha had been a
religious advisor to Emir Bedirhan and was apparently involved in the

latter’s confrontations with the Nestorian Christians.’*® The fact that

338 Martin van Bruinessen, “The Naqshbandi Order in 17th-Century Kurdistan,” in: Marc
Gaborieau, Alexandre Popovic & Thierry Zarcone (eds.), Nagshbandis. Cheminement et
situation actuelle d’un ordre mystique musulman (Paris: Isis, 1990), pp. 337-359.

3% Halkawt Hakim, “Mawlana Khalid et les pouvoirs,” in: Marc Gaborieau, Alexandre
Popovic & Thierry Zarcone (eds.), Nagshbandis. Cheminement et situation actuelle d’un ordre
mystique musulman (Paris: Isis, 1990), pp. 361-370.

340 Joyce Blau, “Le role des cheikhs Nagshbandi dans le mouvement national kurde,” in:
Marc Gaborieau, Alexandre Popovic & Thierry Zarcone (eds.), Nagshbandis. Cheminement
et situation actuelle d’un ordre mystique musulman (Paris: Isis, 1990), pp. 371-377.
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Mawlana Halid was buried in Damascus and that several of his students
and family members, among them his wife who was greatly venerated
among his followers,**! still lived in the city was a decisive factor for
Emir Bedirhan to settle in the city during the final months of his life. It
was, however, not uncommon at the time to maintain relations to or
even be an initiated member of several Sufi orders.>*? Religious sheikhs
and their families were well-connected among each other, as e.g. the
marriage relations of sheikh Abu’l-Huda to the Bedirhani family
indicate.3*® The Bedirhanis were followers of the Naksbandi tradition,

while Abu’l-Huda was a prominent leader of the Rifa‘iya order.>**

Contemporary sources state that the veneration for Emir Bedirhan by his
followers was almost religious in character.>*> The emir appears to have
been a deeply religious man: On his way into exile during the month of
Ramadan, he missed out on the ritual fast. In prison in Istanbul, he
allegedly meticulously made up for the days he had missed.>*® He was,
according to an Ottoman account dating to the early 20" century,
renowned not only for his qualities as a leader and as a hero on the battle
field, but also for his spiritual prowess.>*’ His rule over the Emirate of
Bohtan was remembered as being in complete accordance with the

religious sharia law. In one account from the early 20% century, the Emir

31 Marie Luise Bremer, Die Memoiren des tiirkischen Derwischs Asgi Dede Ibrahim (Walldorf:
Verlag fiir Orientkunde Vorndran, 1959), p. 111.

342 Julia Gonnella, Islamische Heiligenverehrung im urbanen Kontext am Beispiel von Aleppo
(Syrien) (Berlin: Klaus Schwarz, 1995), p. 89.

33 Thomas Eich, Aba-l-Huda as-Sayyadi. Eine Studie zur Instrumentalisierung sufischer
Netzwerke und genealogischer Kontroversen im spitosmanischen Reich (Berlin: Klaus Schwarz,
2003), p. 273.

3% Butrus Abu-Manneh, “Sultan Abdulhamid IT and Shaikh Abdulhuda Al-Sayyadi.” In:
Middle Eastern Studies 15.2 (1979), p. 131.

3% George Percy Badger, The Nestorians and their Rituals, 2 vols. (London: Joseph Masters,
1852), vol. 1, pp. 305-304.

346 Kardam, Siirgiin Yillan, p. 53, citing from the testimony of one of Emir Bedirhan’s
companions.

37 Lutfi, Emir Bedirhan, p. 11, “kuvvet-i rahaniyyesi” is his choice of words.
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himself is referred to as a servant of the sharia, “hadim-i §eri‘at.”348 The
Friday sermon (hutba) was also allegedly read in the name of Emir
Bedirhan during his reign in Cizre, a fact that, if true, would have
signaled not only his spiritual, but also worldly authority.>*® Emir
Bedirhan’s sons Emin Ali Bey and Bedri Paga, both leading figures
within the extended family, were particularly renowned for their
religious leanings and piety. And Mikdat Midhat Bey Bedirhan claimed
in 1898 that members of his family were still venerated as “pirs” or

religious authorities in Eastern Anatolia.>>°

Further indication for the Bedirhani family’s religious prestige and
involvement with Sufi circles in Ottoman Syria is provided in a story told
about Bedri Paga Bedirhan: He had an encounter with a snake which
exhibits parallels to accounts of religious miracle working (karamat) of
individuals particularly favored by God.3*! The story was related by Bedri
Pasa’s granddaughter Rusen Bedirhan as follows:**? At the time when
Bedri Paga was governor of the Hawran region, violent conflict erupted
between the Druze and the local Muslim population. To reconcile the
opposing parties, Bedri Paga hosted a lavish dinner for all of them. At
the evening of the event, it was noted with some surprise that the host
Bedri Paga ate with his left hand, violating standards of purity and
politeness in front of his guests. Only after the meal had ended did it
become apparent that Bedri Paga had caught a snake which had crawled
up his leg with his right hand, keeping it in place while his guests were
enjoying their dinner. At first glance, the story seems to be about the
courage and cool-bloodedness of Bedri Paga. There is however, an
additional level to it: In Sufi tradition, the snake symbolizes the nafs, the

ego or lower self of the individual which the practitioner attempts to

38 Lutfi, Emir Bedirhan, p. 13.

3 Lutfi, Emir Bedirhan, p. 13.

350 “Revues Kurdes et Albanaises.” In: La revue des revues (Paris, January 7, 1898).
351 Louis Gardet, “Karama,“ in: EI2, vol. IV, pp. 615-616.

352 Malmisanij [Mehmet Tayfun], Cizira Botanl, pp. 116-117.
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control. A mystic reading of the story thus depicts Bedri Paga as
successfully mastering his nafs, thereby attributing qualities of an
advanced Sufi to him.?>® Bedri Pasa was not the only one with a snake
story attributed to him: A similar account was related about ibrahim
Paga, the son of Mehmed Ali Paga of Egypt. It allegedly happened during
the Egyptian occupation of Beirut, between 1831 and 1840: “When
riding over a narrow track covered with roots, a serpent rose up at the
feet of his [Ibrahim Paga’s, BH] horse, which was terrified. Servants,
who were following on foot, rushed forward to kill it; but Ibrahim waved

them from him and with one stroke of his sabre sliced off his head.”3%*

Another indication for the religious baraka that has been attributed to
members of the Bedirhani family is the ongoing veneration of Emir
Bedirhan’s tomb, situated in the Rukn ad-Din neighborhood in Salihiye,
a suburb of Damascus.?®> Celadet Bedirhan, who took the German
Orientalist Karl Hadank to visit his grandfather’s tomb in 1932, pointed
out another grave in close proximity of the burial site of Emir Bedirhan:
That of a very prominent Naksbandi sheikh, whose name, however, is
not given in Hadank’s recollection of the visit.>>® The sheikh in question
is no other than the already mentioned Mawlana Halid, the founder of
the Naksbandiya-Halidiya order. After a life of traveling, he had settled
in Damascus in the 1820s and had died there shortly afterwards, to be

357

buried in proximity of the grave of Ibn al-‘Arabi.”>’ Ibn al-‘Arabi, along

with two of his sons, had been were buried there since the 13t century,

353 Annemarie Schimmel, Mystische Dimensionen des Islam (Aalen: Qalandar-Verlag, 1979),
pp. 135-137. See also the interpretation of a dream by Agc1 Dede [brahim, in which killing
a white snake is said to symbolize victory over the lower self, Bremer, Die Memoiren, p.
117.

35 Helen Cameron Gordon, Syria As It Is (London: Methuen & Co., 1939), p. 4.

355 For the location, see Malmisanij [Mehmet Tayfun], Cizira Botank, p. 60.

356 See papers of Karl Hadank in Archiv der Akademie der Wissenschaften, Berlin, NL
Mann / Hadank, Nr. 130, notes dating from November 18, 1932.

357 Hamid Algar, “Reflections of Ibn ‘Arabi in Early Nagqshbandi Tradition.” In: Journal of
the  Muhyiddin  Ibn  ‘Arabi  Society ~vol X  (1991), available online,
www.ibnarabisociety.org/articles/nagshibandi.html, last accessed July 28, 2016.
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adding to the nimbus of the cemetery of Rukn ad-Din, which was also
considered a place of sanctity and pilgrimage related to the prophet al-
Hizr.3%8 At the time of Karl Hadank’s visit, the tomb of Emir Bedirhan

359 and a Dbrief

was unadorned, bearing only the customary fatiha
inscription in Kurdish.>*® A number of other prominent figures of the
Kurdish nationalist movement, among them Celadet Ali Bedirhan
himself, have since been buried in close proximity to Emir Bedirhan’s
tomb. The religious practice of seeking to be close to a holy person in
death was thus translated into a new context of Kurdish nationalism.
The early beginnings of the visits of Emir Bedirhan’s burial site
constituted a veneration of local personality that some contemporaries
were willing to attribute the status of a wali (pl. awliya’, a friend of God)
t0.3¢! That the tomb is still cared for and visited today is due not to an
ongoing religious veneration of Emir Bedirhan but to a successful shift
in meaning, embedding it in a Kurdish nationalist historical narrative.
Today, the burial site still plays a role as a reference and an actual place

of pilgrimage.¢?

358 Henry Corbin, Creative Imagination in the Sufism of Ibn ‘Arabi (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
Univ. Press, 1969), p. 76. The burial site was a place of pilgrimage in the 19" century, Asct
Dede Ibrahim, for example, combined visits to the grave of Mawlana Halid with visiting
the shrine of Ibn ‘Arabi, see Bremer, Die Memoiren, p. 114.

359 The fatiha is not mentioned by Karl Hadank, but in Malmisanij [Mehmet Tayfun],
Cizira Botanl, p. 61.

30 Hadank recorded the inscription as follows: “Mir-e Cezire @ Bohtan // Mir Bedir Khan
Azizan /| Rehmet-a xuadé 1i sar-1 wi // @ li sar-1 malbata wi bit” and translated it as “Der
Fiirst von Mesopotamien [sic] und Botan / Fiirst Bedirhan Azizan / das Erbarmen Gottes
sei auf ihm / und auf seiner Dynastie [sic], see NL Mann / Hadank, Nr. 130, notes dating
from November 17, 1932. The inscription is reported in the same way by Malmisanij,
quoting Mahmud Lewendi, who is said to have recorded the inscription in Damascus in
1993, Malmisanij [Mehmet Tayfun], Cizira Botanl, p. 280.

361 Gonnella, Islamische Heiligenverehrung, pp. 75-77 points out that while there are certain
structural requirements for attaining the status of sacredness after death, like the affiliation
to an ashraf family, there is no institutionalized process of declaring someone to be a saint
in Islam.

362 possibly anticipating imminent damage in the ongoing civil war in Syria, Adel and
Hogeng Nizar Nth and the historian Koné Reg visited the burial site in September 2014,
taking pictures and recording the inscriptions in detail. Pictures were published on
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Regardless of whether members of the Bedirhani family played an active
role in any of the Sufi orders in Ottoman Syria or were merely affiliated
to one or several of them, the network of the Sufi orders would have
provided them with important links and connections in their immediate
surroundings and within the larger province of Ottoman Syria, crossing
not only geographical, but also social borders. The Sufi orders provided
spaces of encounter for different social classes and ways to reach out to
and mobilize rural or tribal populations. Mobilizing people, particularly
by getting irregular fighters to the Ottoman battlefields, was one of the
things the Bedirhani family had to offer in their bargaining with the
Ottoman authorities. Connections through the Sufi orders offer a
possible explanation as to how exactly this mobilization would have
worked and why Kurdish irregulars would have been willing to heed the
call of the Bedirhanis. Different elements, among them nobility status,
religious and personal charisma as well as brokering effectively for their
clients, providing them with easy access to spoils and other benefits,
probably played together. The observation made by 19™-century
observers that “the real power in the [Eastern Anatolian, BH] mountains
belonged to the shaikhs”3®* underlines that maintaining a connection to
local Sufi networks was crucial for the Bedirhanis in that respect. The
embeddedness of the Bedirhani family in Sufi networks, however, has so
far been completely sidelined in existing scholarship. The more the
descendants of Emir Bedirhan had an interest in framing his revolt in
1847 as an early Kurdish-nationalist uprising, the greater their silence
about the religious background of the events and — crucially — about their

family’s close links to the Naksbandiya-Halidiya order.3%*

Sinemxan Bedirkhan’s and Hogeng Nuh’s facebook pages, attracting a fair amount of
reverent comments.

363 Yalgin-Heckmann, Tribe and Kinship, p. 65, quoting from Bertram Dickson, “Journeys
in Kurdistan.” In: Geographical Journal 35.4 (1910), p. 370.

364 The family’s denial of their Sufi background in the 20" century is mentioned by
Bruinessen, Agha, Shaikh and State, p. 208.
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Looking into the 19™-century history of the Bedirhani family, however,
several moments in which connections to Sufi orders played a manifest
role become apparent: In the 1840s, when Emir Bedirhan ruled over the
Emirate of Bohtan, sheikh Taha of Nehri, a Naksbandi sheikh, yielded
considerable influence over the emir. It was the said sheikh Taha of
Nehri who instigated the local Muslim population, leading to an
outbreak of violence against local Nestorian Christians.’®> Sheikh Taha
was the father of sheikh Ubaidullah and grandfather of sheikh
Abdilkadir. This already indicates that the connection between the
Bedirhani family and the sheikhs of the Nakgbandi tradition was a
durable one, even though in the late 19th century, the Bedirhanis and
sheikh Abdiilkadir were no longer cooperating, but competing for power
and influence within the Kurdish community. Already in the Emirate of
Bohtan, there is evidence for the presence of sheikhs from the
Nakgbandiya-Halidiya order: Close to Cizre, in the village of Besret, a
successor of Mawlana Halid, Halid al-Gazari, had established himself
and from there, his teachings and followers had an impact in Cizre*®°
and beyond, in the surroundings of Mardin and Siirt.**” There are
indications that in the mid-19" century, the majority of the population in
the area ruled over by Emir Bedirhan were adherents of the
Naksbandiya-Halidiya tradition.>®® The Ottoman military tried, in the
1840s, to activate connections to the local Naksbandi sheikhs who were
supporting Emir Bedirhan: The Ottoman governor of Diyarbekir,
Hayreddin Bey, himself a member of the Naksbandiya order, addressed

several local sheikhs in Arabic, promising intervention on their behalf

365 Austen Henry Layard, Niniveh and Its Remains, 2 vols. (London: Murray, 1849), vol. 1, p.
228.

366 Bruinessen, Agha, Shaikh and State, p. 336.

37 Hirr Mahmut Yiicer, Osmanli Toplumunda Tasavvuf [19. Yiizyi] (Istanbul: Insan
Yayinlari, 2003), p. 329.

368 BOA, I.MSM. 50.1266, ek 5, no date. This document was also referred to and
transcribed by Kardam, Siirgiin Yillari, p. 328. Using religious sheikhs as intermediaries in
their dealings with Kurdish leaders was a widely used strategy of the Ottoman authorities,
who similarly negotiated with Nurullah Beg, the former Emir of Hakkari, after he was
ousted from power and had fled to Iran, Yalgin-Heckmann, Tribe and Kinship, pp. 59-60.
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should they convince Emir Bedirhan to stop his rebellion against the
government.>®® To no avail, as it seems. Several religious sheikhs from

Cizre accompanied Emir Bedirhan into exile in 1847.37°

In the second half of the 19 century, when the Bedirhani family lived in
Damascus, religious networks continued to play a role in their various
interactions. Mawlana Halid had enjoyed the patronage of the local
Muradi family when he came to Damascus in the 1820s. His successors
and followers continued to receive support from the Muradis. Mawlana
Halid’s immediate successor as leader of the Damascene Nakgbandiya-
Halidiya order was sheikh Muhammad al-Hani from Hama, who was
also married to a daughter of Mawlana Halid. He led the order from
1832 to 1860 and was then succeeded by Muhammad al-Hani the
younger. After 1860, the prestige and impact of the Nakgbandiya-
Halidiya order in Damascus increased, as it became closely associated
with Emir Abdiilkadir al-Gaza'iri. The emir had studied with Mawlana
Halid when he had undertaken a pilgrimage to Mecca in the 1820s.3”!
Mawlana Halid had a brother, Mahmud al-Sahib, who strongly resented
Muhammad al-Hani’s influence and coveted the leadership of the order
for himself, although he was not much of a prolific scholar and closer to
ecstatic Sufi practice. The opposition between al-Hani and the relatives
of Mawlana Halid led to a division of the order in the second half of the
19 century. A son of Mahmud al-Sahib maintained close relations to
sheikh Abu’l-Huda and his network. Based on the marriage connection
between sheikh Abu’l-Huda and the Bedirhani family, it is possible to
conjecture that Bedri Pasa Bedirhan and his household in Damascus
would have been part of this very network at the time.?’? Another

glimpse into the Nakgbandiya-Halidiya milieu of Damascus, which Emir

369 BOA, 1.MSM. 50.1266, ek 2, no date. Referred to and transcribed by Kardam, Siirgiin
Yillari, p. 328.

370 Kardam, Siirgiin Yillar, pp. 32 and 53

1 Hudson, Transforming Damascus, pp. 91-92.

372 Hudson, Transforming Damascus, pp. 96-97.
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Bedirhan and later his sons, notably Bedri Paga Bedirhan, were most
likely part of, is provided by Asc1 Dede Ibrahim in his memoirs, even
though Asci Dede ibrahim did not explicitly mention any members of
the Bedirhani family among his acquaintances. His recollections contain
ample evidence on the interrelatedness of various Sufi orders and the
networks of local bureaucrats in Ottoman Syria. Ag¢c1 Dede Ibrahim was
a follower of the Nakgbandiya-Halidiya sheikh Fehmi from Erzincan.
Asc1 Dede Ibrahim spent parts of his career as an Ottoman official in
Syria, where he benefited from the patronage network of Dervig Paga
(Lofcali, 1817-1896), which functioned along the lines of Sufi affiliation.
His relations to the Naksbandiya order brought Asci Dede Ibrahim in
connection with other Ottoman officials, among them the valis of Syria
Mehmed Halet Paga®’? and Osman Nuri Pasa.’# It can be assumed that
Bedri Paga Bedirhan, who also enjoyed the patronage of Osman Nuri

Paga, would have operated within similar circles.’”>

For the Bedirhanis in Istanbul, clustered around Emin Ali Bey Bedirhan
and his sons in the early 20™ century, the connection to the Sufi milieu
was more complicated, as it was increasingly charged with personal
tension and rivalry about political leadership. Sheikh Abdiilkadir of
Nehri emerged as a serious contender for power, as he wielded great
influence over the Kurdish population of Istanbul. Elections proved
these impressions right: When the Kiirdistan Te'ali Cemiyeti was at
loggerheads about the issue of Kurdish autonomy in 1920 and sheikh
Abdilkadir and the Bedirhani family split over these tensions, sheikh
Abdiilkadir could count on the support of the Kurdish population.?”®

After the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, Sufi connections played a

373 Bremer, Die Memoiren, p. 87.

374 Bremer, Die Memoiren, p. 115.

375 For details on Bedri Paga’s networking strategies in general and the connection to
Osman Nuri Pasa, see chapter 3.

376 Robert Olson, The Emergence of Kurdish Nationalism and the Sheikh Said Rebellion 1880-
1925 (Austin: Univ. of Texas Press, 1989), p. 22.
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much less tangible role in the network of the Bedirhani family, not at
last due to the crack-down on the Sufi orders in early Turkish
Republican times. But even with the Sufi connections playing a less
significant role than in Damascus, the early Kurdish nationalist
movement in Ottoman Istanbul and notably the Kirdistan Te‘ali
Cemiyeti, which counted numerous Bedirhanis among its leading
members, continued to rely on religious references to mobilize a
following: In 1919, the petitions of the society began with the basmala.’”’
The reference to Islam underwent gradual changes as the Kurdish
independence movement led by Celadet and Kamuran Bedirhan in the
1930s reached out to non-Muslims and notably approached the
Armenian revolutionary movement for support.>’® In the 20t century, as
the role of religious legitimation faded more and more into the
background,’”® members of the Bedirhani family began to appropriate
the Naksbandi tradition as integral part of a Kurdish cultural heritage: In
1941, in an article in the Kurdish journal Hawar, Mawlana Halid — in
Kurdish now spelled Mewlana Xalid — was counted among the early
representatives of Kurdish national literature. It was stated that besides
writing poetry in Persian, he might have also penned a number of
poems in Kurdish language.?® In another, roughly contemporary essay
in Hawar, the Bedirhani family’s alleged pre-Islamic Yezidi heritage was
stressed, putting the Bedirhanis in direct connection with the by then
prestigious, allegedly pure Kurdish and Aryan religion.’®! The 16%-
century chronicle Serefname is cited for support, stating that allegedly,

the ancestors of the Bedirhani family had been of Yezidi origins before

77 FO 608/95, letter from the Kurdistan Committee to Admiral Calthorpe, British High
Commissioner in Istanbul, dated January 2, 1919.

378 See chapter 5 for a detailed discussion.

379 Religious legitimation and prestige did not, however, lose meaning completely within
the Kurdish community: Members of the Cemilpagazade family still proudly pointed out
their status as seyyids in the 1930s in exile in Syria, see Cegerxwin, Hayat Hikdyem, p. 208.
380 Herekol Azizan [Celadet Bedirhan], “Klasikén me: An sahir @ edibén me en kevin.” In:
Hawar 33 (October 1, 1941), pp. 6-14.

381 “Memé Alan.” In: Hawar 27 (April 15, 1941), p. 15.
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they adopted Islam.*®? The appropriation of Yezidi heritage by the
Bedirhanis and the Kurdish nationalist movement in general, however,
was not undisputed. To this day, relations between Yezidi and Muslim
Kurds are described as ambiguous and marked by memories of violence
and oppression on the part of the Yezidi.*®3 The change of emphasis and
increasing attention to a distinct Kurdish religion became necessary to
set the Kurdish national community apart from their fellow Muslims in
Turkey, in particular in the context of intensifying Kemalist politics of

forced assimilation in the 1930s.

Marriage patterns show that the family also had a claim to ashraf status,
that is they were or claimed to be descendants of the prophet
Muhammad or of his closest companions. In terms of genealogy, the
Bedirhanis traced their origins back to Halid ibn al-Walid, one of the
contemporaries and followers of the prophet. In the 19 century, it did
not matter to the Bedirhanis that their ancestor would have surely
spoken Arabic instead of Kurdish. In a conversation with a French
journalist in December 1900, Osman Pasa Bedirhan referred to his
father as “Bederham [sic] al-Halidi,” pointing to the relation to Halid ibn
al-Walid, which indicated that this ancestry mattered to him at that point
in time.38 According to Basile Nikitine, similar references to noble
early-Islamic ancestors can be found with other Ottoman-Kurdish
notable families as well.?8> The family of sheikh Abdulkadir of Nehri,
another prominent figure in Ottoman-Kurdish circles in Istanbul in the
late 19 and early 20 centuries, also claimed an Arab ancestry.’®® The

information that the Bedirhani family members were descendants of

382 Cited by Hakan Ozoglu, “’Nationalism’ and Kurdish Notables,” p. 395.

383 According to an observation made by Hamit Bozarslan, “Les Yézidis: une communauté
kurde atypique.” In: La Pensée 335 (summer 2003), p. 149.

384 “Révolte ouverte: Une conversation avec Osman pacha, 'ennemi d’Abdul Hamid.” In:
Le Matin (December 18, 1900), p. 3.

385 Basile Nikitine, “La féodalité kurde.” In: Revue du monde musulman 60 (1925), p. 3.

386 MAE-Nantes,166 PO/E, Ambassade de Constantinople, Situation Intérieur 1903-1913,
report dated March 9, 1912.
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Halid ibn al-Walid is traced back to the 16"-century Kurdish chronicler
Serefhan and his Serefname in standard historiography.®®” Tt provided
Emir Bedirhan and his offspring with an impressive pedigree and placed
the family in direct connection with the early history of Islam, adding
prestige and a nimbus of piety. This genealogical link was stressed by
accounts on the family history dating from Ottoman times, foremost
among them Liitfi [Ahmed Ramiz] in his Emir Bedirhan.>®® Liitfi [Ahmed
Ramiz] also provided the rule of the Bedirhani family in Cizre and the
Emirate of Bohtan with historical continuity, claiming that from early-
Islamic history onwards, descendants of Halid ibn al-Walid, and thus
relatives of the Bedirhani family, had ruled over the Kurdish territories,
founding the dynasty of the Azizan.’®® From the 1930s onwards,
however, this genealogical narrative was increasingly contested by
historians and members of the Kurdish community alike. In his
memoirs, the Kurdish poet and activist Cigerxwin pointed out rather
shrewdly that if one seriously bought into the Kurdish national myth
that all Kurds descended from the same ancestors, any link to an Arab
early-Islamic ancestor was either outright genealogical fiction or else
disqualified those who claimed descend from outside of Kurdish nation
from leadership over the Kurdish community. By pointing out this
contradiction, Cigerxwin attacked one of the foundations the Bedirhani
family based its claim for leadership and special status within the
Kurdish community on. From the perspective and political standpoint of

Cigerxwin himself, the attack made a lot of sense: He was an avowed

%87 Heinrich A. Barb translated parts of the Serefname into German, ,Geschichte von
weiteren Kurden-Dynastien.” In: Sitzungsberichte der Akademie der Wissenschaften Wien 31
(1859), p. 117: “Durch historische Uberlieferung ist zur Gewissheit erhoben, dass die
Fiirsten Dschezire aus dem Geschlecht der Ommajaden-Chalifen, und zwar von Chalyd
ben Welid abstammen.“ An edition of the complete text of the Serefname was provided by
V. Véliaminof-Zernof, Scherefnameh ou histoire des Kourdes, par Scheref, Prince des Bidlis, 2
vols. (St. Petersburg, 1860).

388 Lutfi, Emir Bedirhan, pp. 5-6.

38 Lutfi, Emir Bedirhan, p. 6.
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communist and, over the 1930s, came to increasingly oppose the

influence of the old imperial Ottoman-Kurdish notable families.?*°

2.8.2. Status as (Ottoman-)Kurdish Notables

Still in the 1930s, a difference continued to be made within the Kurdish
community between families like the Bedirhanis on the one hand, who
had once been among the independent rulers of the Kurdish emirates in
Eastern Anatolia and who were, in the words of Cigerxwin “Kiirdistan
hanedanlarindandir,”®? i.e. among those who belonged to the dynasties
of Kurdistan, and Ottoman-Kurdish notable families like the
Cemilpagazades on the other hand, who were part of an urban nobility,
but whose ancestors had never ruled autonomously over any part of
Eastern Anatolia.’®?> Within the internal hierarchy of the Kurdish
community, the position of their ancestor Emir Bedirhan would have
put the Bedirhanis a notch above the politically equally active
Cemilpagazade family and other members of the Kurdish circles of
activists like Serif Paga. In some sources, the Bedirhanis referred to
themselves or were referred to by others as descendants of the Azizan, or
Mirekén Ezizan in Kurdish,*** a dynasty whose claim to rule over the
Emirate of Bohtan allegedly dated back far into history. Seniority
constituted an important part of the legitimation of the claims to
leadership over the Kurdish community the Bedirhani family brought
forward. Into the second half of the 20 century and beyond, they were
characterized as one of the oldest Kurdish notable families in Eastern

394

Anatolia’”* — mistakenly, as it has been pointed out above. The discourse

3% Cegerxwin, Hayat Hikdyem, pp. 215-216.

391 Cegerxwin, Hayat Hikdyem, p. 215.

392 The difference is clearly made by Cigerxwin in his descriptions in Hayat Hikdyem, p.
208 on the Cemilpagazade, and pp. 215-216 on the Bedirhanis.

393 On the title “Mir,” derived from the Persian amir, see Reuben Levy & John Burton-Page,
“Mir,” in: EI2, vol. VII, pp. 87-88.

394 Kutschera, Le Mouvement National Kurde, p. 13.
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about the rule of notable families like the Bedirhanis over villagers and
other subjects has been illustratively summarized by Ekrem Cemilpasa
in his memoirs: He recalls that his family owned a number of villages in
the surroundings of Diyarbekir in the late 19" century, where cereals
and cotton were cultivated on a large scale. These villages, Cemilpasa
continues, were under the benevolent protection (himaye) of his family,
who ruled with great justice, settled internal disputes and put a stop to
disorder and banditry in the region.’> One can imagine that Bedri Pasa
Bedirhan would have had something similar to say about his activities
and influence in villages he owned in the Hawran region. This discourse
of justification of social hierarchy and inequality within the Kurdish
community, however, was quickly losing ground after 1908. To qualify
as a ruler and community leader, being a successful local strongman
was no longer enough. One now had to (also) cite other qualities, among
them education. As Ekrem Cemilpaga’s memoirs show, however, several
discourses about good governance and being a suitable ruler were

overlapping and co-existing.

A key concept for the Bedirhani family to claim and legitimate power
and influence over the Kurdish community was the leadership of the
mir. Larger federations of several Kurdish tribes have in the past been
headed by mirs — the Bedirhanis tried to lay claim to this tradition, by
referring to their ancestors as the Mirs of Bohtan and by projecting these
claims into the present and future: Members of the family, notably the
brothers Celadet and Kamuran Bedirhan, were referred to and identified
themselves with the Kurdish honorary title “Mir” well into the 20
century. Into the second half of the 20th century, Kamuran Bedirhan,
living in exile in Paris after 1948, was addressed with this title, thus
establishing a link between his own political ambitions and a tradition of

leadership over the Kurdish community going back to his ancestors.

3% Ekrem Cemil Pasa, Muhtasar Hayatim. Kemalizme Karsy Kiirt Aydin Hareketinden Bir
Yaprak (Ankara, Beybun Yayinlar1 1992 [1989]), p. 14.
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This indicates that the status and prestige that came from being part of
the Kurdish nobility continued — and to no small extend still continue —
to matter. However, referring to the Bedirhani brothers as “princes” or
mirs also came to be sort of a litmus test for the stance an individual took
towards the Bedirhani family: Supporters of a Kurdish monarchy, or at
least of a prominent role of the Bedirhani family in a future Kurdish
state, continue to use the title ostentatiously. Celadet Bedirhan’s
daughter Sinemxan is thus introduced as a Kurdish princess in current
discussions on the future of Kurdistan.**® Critics of the family, often
standing further left on the current political spectrum than the
Bedirhani supporters, on the other hand, would deliberately avoid
references to the alleged nobility of the family when talking about family

members.

Other indicators of the family’s status among the leading Ottoman
notables include the extensive family genealogy. The Bedirhanis were
able to ensure that their family history, the outline of their genealogy,**’
along with crucial events and details, down to the exact numbers of
children and marriages of their ancestors, were recorded and
remembered not only by themselves, but are until this day also
transmitted by others outside of the family. This is in itself already
significant and indicative of the Bedirhani family’s elevated social status.
A villager in 19%-century Ottoman Syria would have been expected to be
able to recall the family history and achievements of the landowning
family he was a dependent of rather than to be able to trace back his own

family history.>*® In addition to transmitting information about the

3% See for one example “Kurdistan irakien: Rencontre avec Sinemkhan Bedirkhan,
princesse kurde,” reportage aired in French on TV5 monde, February 6, 2015, see
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iFgVxoF9Coc for the footage, last accessed July 27,
2016.

397 Liatfi, Emir Bedirhan, p. 8 cites the family genealogy back to the seventh generation prior
to the advent of Emir Bedirhan himself.

3% Michael Gilsenan, Lords of the Lebanese Marches. Violence and Narrative in an Arab
Society (London et al.: I.B. Tauris, 1996), p. 53.
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family history, the Bedirhanis were able to record and preserve
representations of themselves, and in some instances their belongings
in the form of well-staged photographs, posing for example in front of
one of the family’s stately mansion in Istanbul. In the late 19 century,
posing for photographs like this and thereby owning and narrating one’s
history through images would have been reserved for the political and
social elites of the empire. It would have been an activity through which
existing status was recorded and reproduced, but also a resource to
generate and renew claims to an elevated place within the social

hierarchy.?

In an Ottoman account praising the deeds of Emir Bedirhan, he is
described as a virtuous and exceptionally courageous, heroic figure.*%
Boasting, challenging one’s opponent and giving an impression of
absolute fearlessness were strategies his descendants continued to rely
on to claim leadership and social prestige in Ottoman society: In
December 1900, Osman Pasa Bedirhan declared publicly in London that
he intended to kindle an large-scale uprising in Eastern Anatolia, thereby
directly challenging the authority of Sultan Abdiilhamid II. Osman Paga
made a point of coming across undaunted by the risks entailed and
excessively confident of his success. Such “rhetorics of power” are
strategies the social anthropologist Michael Gilsenan has analyzed with
regard to 20™-century Lebanon, concluding that these are central ways to

1 For Emir Bedirhan and his

claim authority and leadership.*’
descendants, a related and equally important element of the legitimation
of his claim to power was the ability to give copiously to those in need

among their followers. For Emir Bedirhan, this meant chiefly to be able

%% Gilsenan, Lords of the Lebanese Marches, p. 61.

0 14itfi, Emir Bedirhan, p. 11, a repeated formula being “sega‘at ve besalet,” bravery and
heroism.

1 Gilsenan, Lords of the Lebanese Marches, p. 29.
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to supply his followers with large amounts of weapons.**? It was more
difficult for his descendants in exile to live up to such standards of
largesse, as their funds were much more restricted. Still, part of the
prestige and social standing of the sons of Emir Bedirhan was their
ability to distribute resources — like paid employment or access to the
imperial authorities — among their supporters.*”* These patronage
politics became significantly more difficult as the 20" century
proceeded: After the collapse of the empire, it was not easy for members
of the Ottoman-Kurdish elite to hold on to their fortune and property. As
they were persecuted by the Kemalist regime because of their
involvement with Kurdish nationalism, their fortunes were being
targeted and their bank accounts were being frozen. A contemporary
and fellow activist of the Bedirhanis, Ekrem Cemilpasa recalls in his
memoirs how he was able to hold on to a part of his father’s fortune by
means of a ruse after the latter’s death in the late 1920s: Cemilpasa
secretly transferred the money from Istanbul to a bank in Rome and
from there on to Aleppo for his family to touch it, before the Kemalist
authorities noticed and could lay hands on the account.*** Ekrem
Cemilpaga’s recollections suggest that it would have been equally
difficult for members of the Bedirhani family to bring the entire family

fortune or even only large parts of it out of the country in the 1920s.

2.8.3. Claims and Counterclaims About Kurdish Identity

How did Emir Bedirhan think about himself and his trajectory during
his life time? Did he think of himself as a “Kurd,” and if so, what did he
understand by that? Evidence pertaining to this questions is so scarce

that it is impossible to fully answer it. However, a statement by Emir

42 Rutschera, Le Mouvement National Kurde, p. 13.
#3 Chapter 3, focusing on Bedri Paga Bedirhan, will zoom in on that point in greater detail.
“* Cemil Pasa, Muhtasar Hayatum, p. 79.
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Bedirhan which was published in the Ottoman Takvim-i Vekayi after his
defeat by the Ottoman military in 1847 provides a starting point for
further deliberations: Very likely, the statement was prepared by the
Ottoman authorities for the emir. It is thus unclear where, if at all, his
own voice shines through in the text. At the very least, however, the
passages commenting on the identity of the emir reflect the Ottoman
understanding of the uprising in the mid-19" century when he states or
is cited as having stated as follows: “Biz dag adami oldugumuz igin
itimat edemezdik, % because we are men of the mountains, we were
not able to obey. Geographical disparity and an ensuing difference of
lifestyle, along with sheer distance from urban, state-controlled areas
were cited here as markers of difference and separate identity. Any
reference to an ethnically or nationally defined Kurdish identity,
imagined as separate from the Ottoman imperial framework did not play
a role yet. Links between the history of the Bedirhani family and Kurdish
national history were, as it has been laid out above in greater detail, a
phenomenon which only became prominent from the early 20™ century

onwards.

In the post-war period after 1918, an ethnically defined Kurdish family
heritage became something to claim for oneself and to deny one’s
opponents to delegitimize their political claims. Some Ottoman
bureaucrats, prominently among them Serif Paga, rediscovered their
Kurdish origins in changing political circumstances. Others, among
them Mahmud Bey, the leader of the Kurdish Milli tribe, denied the
Bedirhani family’s right to rule over a future Kurdish state, arguing that
they were not really of Kurdish origins.**® Quite possibly, members of
the Bedirhani family took a stance against such allegations, stressing the

Kurdish elements in the family’s history and downplaying the

5 Takvim-i Vekayi, 20 Za 1263, also cited by Kardam, Siirgiin Yillar, p. 247.
6 FO 608/95, Col. Woolley, “The Kurdish nationalist movement,” report dated June 6,
1919.
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connection to protagonists of early Islamic and Arabic history as such

claims and counterclaims were expressed with vigor.

A problematic point in this regard for the Bedirhani family was their
long absence from the Kurdish areas of the Ottoman Empire and their
difficulties to converse in Kurmanci Kurdish. The blueprint of
nationalist ideology, which was swiftly adopted by Kurdish (and,
likewise, Albanian and Arab) associations in Istanbul around the turn of
the 20™ century, accorded a privileged place to language as a marker of
national identity. In the Kurdish case, the realities on the ground were
much more complex: Many of the Ottoman-Kurdish notables in Istanbul
and other Ottoman cities, notably Damascus, were hardly able to
communicate in Kurdish. The younger generation of the Bedirhani
family was no exception.*”’ On the other hand, it was observed that in
Eastern Anatolia, Kurmanc Kurdish was a lingua franca spoken not only
by Kurds, but also by local Armenians and Nestorian Christians, to the
point that, according to one report from 1919, “[tlhere are in fact in parts
of Kurdistan Armenians who know no other language but Kurdish.”4%®
An article from 1909, published by a certain Erzincanh Hamdi
Stleyman in the Kiird Te‘aviin ve Terakki Gazetesi, veered into a similar
direction:*®® Pointing out the need for education of the Kurdish
communities, especially in Anatolia, the author demanded that
investments should be made to establish schools, dispatch qualified
teachers and devise textbooks. Erzincanl observes that not all Kurds
(“ekrad”) in fact spoke Kurdish (“Kurtce”) exclusively or at all: He
described linguistic characteristics not as fixed markers of ethnic

difference, but as related to social and geographical conditions. While

7 In 1919, Kamuran Bedirhan was described by Major Noel as not knowing any
Kurmana Kurdish, E. M. Noel, Diary of Major E.M. Noel, C.I.E., D.S.O., on Special Duty in
Kurdistan from June 14th to September 21st, 1919 (Basra: Government Press, 1919), p. 55.

8 FO 608/95, Noel, “Notes on the Kurdish Situation,” report dated July 18, 1919.

9 Erzincanlh Hamdi Siileyman, “Kiirdistan’da ma‘arifin tarz-1 tensik ve ihyas1.” In: Kiirt
Te‘aviin ve Terakki Gazetesi 8 (Muharram 1, 1327 M [January 24, 1909)).
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Kurds who spoke both Turkish and Kurdish tended to be found in the
larger Ottoman cities and district centers, those who spoke only Kurdish
tended to live in the countryside (“karada”). Erzincanli went on to argue
that it made much more sense to invest into an Ottoman Turkish
education for the young generation of Kurds and backed up his idea with
several arguments: First, there were simply not enough resources, not
even a standard grammar or dictionary available in Kurdish, and it
would simply take too long to come up with all of these resources before
even beginning to teach the children. Second, he argued that a sound
knowledge of Turkish as the “lisan-1 ‘umtmi-y1 ‘usmani,” the Ottoman
lingua franca, came in handy when one was to communicate with the
state authorities, understand orders and communications or go through
military service. Fluency in Ottoman Turkish, in other words, was
indispensable once one tried to be part of the empire and was the way to
knowledge and advancement. It can be assumed that Erzincanli’s article
summarized an approach to linguistic difference that was more or less
mainstream prior to the First World War among the readers of the Kiird
Te'aviin ve Terakki Gazetesi, that is among the Ottoman-Kurdish
intellectual community of Istanbul to which members of the Bedirhani

family also belonged.*!°

Kurdish as a unifying language, as evidence for the existence of Kurdish
national identity and marker of being part of this community, however,
became increasingly important after the First World War. In his
memoirs, Ekrem Cemilpaga stressed that during his childhood as a
scion of a prominent Kurdish notable family in Diyarbekir in the early
1900s, he learned to speak flawless Kurdish from the locals, and that
long before he studied Ottoman Turkish or any European language.

Mentioning his fluency in Kurdish, Ekrem Cemilpaga implicitly lashed

0 Avhan Tsik, “Kiirt Teaviin ve Terakki Cemiyeti ve Gazetesi (1908-1909).” In: Kiirt Tarihi
(Agustos/Eyliil 2013), pp. 46-49 mentions Emin Ali Bey Bedirhan among the founders of
the journal.
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out against the Bedirhani family and their ambitions to leadership
within the Kurdish community, making a claim to purer, unadulterated
Kurdish origins for himself and his own family. In doing so, he
communicated a strong message about being Kurdish — and implicitly
disqualified some of his contemporaries and fellow nationalists, among

411 In Fkrem

them the Bedirhani brothers Celadet and Kamuran.
Cemilpaga’s account, proficiency in Kurdish language appears as a
cipher for Kurdish national consciousness more generally: Later in his
account, he went on to relate that in the Kurdish villages around
Diyarbekir, he did not only pick up the language from the locals. He also
claimed that his national feelings (“milli hislerini”) took root during his

childhood years among Kurdish villagers.*!2

To counter such claims, history and western scholarship emerged as
powerful tools for members of the Bedirhani family. A general strategy
to back up such claims to Kurdish (national) identity can be traced in
Sureyya Bedirhan’s attempts to convince the British government to
support the foundation of a Kurdish state in 1918: To provide evidence
for the far-reaching national history of the Kurds in Anatolia, he fell back
on European scholarship and cited a definition and ensuing historical
overview which the Grande Encyclopédie Frangaise offered under the
entry “Kurdistan.” The encyclopedia stated, according to Siireyya
Bedirhan’s reading, that Kurdistan had already been inhabited by the
Kurds since times immemorial.*'* Western scholarship on Kurdish and,
more particularly, Bedirhani family history, had a decisive impact on
how family members positioned themselves and communicated

thoughts about their identity. For the immediate family history, the work

“1 Cemil Pasa, Muhtasar Hayatum, p. 12. However, Ekrem Cemilpasa himself chose to
write his memoir not in Kurdish, but in Ottoman Turkish. It was transcribed into Latin
characters for the publication.

12 Cemil Pasa, Muhtasar Hayatum, p. 15.

3 FO 608/95, Siireyya Bedirhan to Reginald Wingate, British High Commissioner in
Egypt. Cairo, letter dated December 16, 1918.
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of the German Orientalist Martin Hartmann on the Emirate of Bohtan is
of importance, and it was eagerly read by Celadet Bedirhan, who cited it
in a conversation with Karl Hadank in the 1930s.“'* In the late 19*
century, the descendants of Emir Bedirhan showed themselves
interested in their family’s history: Helmuth von Moltke had met Emir
Bedirhan in the late 1830s when he toured Anatolia as an adviser to the
Ottoman military, prior to the emir’s revolt against the Ottoman Empire
and ensuing defeat. In February 1886, Moltke answered a letter he had
received from Emin Bey Bedirhan,*'> one of the sons of Emir Bedirhan.
The original request was not preserved, but it can be reconstructed from
Moltke’s response that Emin Bey had asked him about the military
activities of his late father. Friedrich Niewohner, who published the
exchange between Moltke and Emin Bey, assumed that the reason why
Emin Bey had contacted Moltke was that he had lost contact with his
father after the Battle of Nizip in 1839 and was now making inquiries
about his whereabouts.*!° Knowing, however, that Emin Bey would have
been exiled together with his father in 1847 and continued to be in touch
with him until his death in Damascus in 1868, his request appears in a
different light. Emin Bey Bedirhan was busy piecing together an account
of his family’s history and the achievements of his father. He perceived
his father to be an agent in historically significant events, whose
activities were worth recording and backing up with external sources.
Other members of the Bedirhani family were also aware of the
connection between Emir Bedirhan and Helmuth von Moltke: In his

plea for asylum to the Russian ambassador in Istanbul dating from 1910,

4 Archiv der Akademie der Wissenschaften, Berlin, NL Mann / Hadank, Nr. 160.

15 Friedrich Niewthner, “War der Kurdenfiirst Bedir-Khan-Bey an der Schlacht von Nisib
beteiligt? Ein unverdffentlichter Brief des Generalfeldmarschalls Helmuth von Moltke.” In:
Zeitschrift der Deutschen Morgenldndischen Gesellschaft 133 (1983), pp. 134-144. NiewShner
reads the name of the recipient as “Mehmed Emir Bey Efendi.” This individual is almost
certainly Mehmed Emin (also known as Emin Ali Bedirhan), the father of Celadet and
Kamuran Bedirhan, as Moltke’s response letter was addressed to Sivas, where Mehmed
Emin Bey was employed in the judicial administration at the time, see his sicill-i ahval in
BOA, DH.SAID. 2.430.

16 Niewshner, War der Kurdenfiirst, p. 136.
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Abdiurrezzak Bey Bedirhan equally mentioned Helmuth von Moltke as a

reference in his summary of the family history.*!”

As members of the Ottoman elite, the Bedirhanis had priority access to
modernity:*'® Proficiency in European languages, the experience of
extensive travel, and an education in high-ranking Ottoman institutions
and even in Europe were at their disposal. The scions of different
Ottoman-Kurdish notable families appear to be in an outright
competition, stressing how modernity and liberal views allegedly dated
far back in the histories of their respective families: In his memoirs,
Ekrem Cemilpaga for instance underlined repeatedly that in his family,
education had always been a priority not only for male members of the
family, but also for girls.*!® After 1908, members of the Bedirhani family
continued to thrive as they were able to turn their access to modernity
and respective resources into political and economic advantages. Over
the early 20" century, a new element became apparent in the discourse
about legitimation and status of members of the Bedirhani family: Being
an intellectual, and educator and teacher to the community, out on an
honorable mission to civilize and enlighten. This status, like all the other
elements of legitimization discussed here, was not uncontested: The
Kurdish poet and activist Cigerxwin, himself or humbler, rural origins,
recalled being on the receiving end of this civilizing mission. He was,
however, quite aware that the Ottoman-Kurdish intellectuals
condescendingly perceived the likes of him as uneducated hillbillies. He
remembers with bitterness how he felt patronized and belittled by

them.*?° On the other hand, Cigerxwin felt that many of the Kurdish

#17 Bedirhan, Otobiyografya, p. 12.

18 Bouquet, “Famille, familles, grandes familles,” p. 196.

19 Cemil Paga, Muhtasar Hayatum, p. 11.

0 Cegerxwin, Hayat Hikdyem, p. 214. His account is focused on his encounters not
primarily with the Bedirhanis, who also belonged to his circle, but with another avowed
intellectual of Syrian Kurdish circles, Noureddine Zaza.
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intellectuals (his primary example is Noureddine Zaza) were painfully

out of touch with real life.*?!

3. First Generation of Bedirhanis in Exile: Ottoman Bureaucrats and

Local Strongmen

The following chapter addresses two related questions: First, drawing on
the example of Bedri Paga Bedirhan, it sets out to conceptualize the
Ottoman province of Syria in the late 19 and early 20" century not as
the scene of unfolding Arab nationalism, but as an Ottoman and an
Ottoman-Kurdish space. The bulk of the existing literature on the
provincial history of Ottoman Syria has focused on the trajectories of
Ottoman-Arab actors, their life worlds and political involvement. A key
argument of my thesis is that the Ottoman dimension in the history of
the Bedirhani family cannot be ignored. As it will be discussed in a later
chapter, this assumption draws attention to the numerous continuities
in the family history between Ottoman and post-imperial contexts. Less
obvious but equally interesting is a second consequence of thinking
about historical actors of Kurdish origins like the members of the
Bedirhani family as an integral part of the Ottoman imperial world. As
such, these Kurdish actors were located not only at the institutional or
geographical margins of the imperial state, but also at its very core, as
members of the Ottoman state bureaucracy. Trajectories of members of
the Bedirhani family emerge as interesting case studies of such
Ottoman-Kurdish bureaucrats, involved in the administration of the
province of Syria, as they facilitate a shift in perspective, allowing to see
Ottoman Syria as an Ottoman imperial — rather than Arab and proto-

national — space.

1 Cegerxwin, Hayat Hikayem, p. 214.
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Second, focusing on the first generation of members of the Bedirhani
family in exile and their active involvement with the Ottoman state
means to engage critically with existing historiography on the family and
the Ottoman-Kurdish community at large. Countless traces of family
members’ imperial careers can be found in contemporary Ottoman and
European archival sources. These findings, however, have so far rarely
found their way into the scholarly discourse, where studying the
Bedirhani family history too often means to limit one’s focus to their
role in the emergence of the Kurdish nationalist movement. The
following chapter takes issue with this perspective, illustrating that the
trajectories of family members throughout the late Ottoman period
cannot be analyzed as a mere prelude to Kurdish nationalism. Instead,
they are interesting in their own right, exhibiting traces of loyalties,
ambitions and ideas about identity and belonging contingent to the late
Ottoman context. By first generation in exile, I understand the sons and
daughters of Emir Bedirhan, whose trajectories I follow in this chapter
until roughly 1908. In the first part, my focus is on the complex relations
between the family and the Ottoman state authorities. The second part
contains detailed case studies of the careers of Bedri Paga Bedirhan in
Ottoman Syria and Ali Samil Paga Bedirhan in Istanbul. Other members
of the first generation of the family in exile are brought in for

comparison.

3.1. Relations to the Ottoman State

Emir Bedirhan requested to be allowed to settle in Damascus towards
the end of his life, as he preferred to be close to the community and the
burial site of Mawlana Halid. As his request was granted, his extended
family accompanied him to Ottoman Syria. Emir Bedirhan passed away
shortly after the family’s arrival in Damascus. His descendants swiftly

assimilated into the local elite and made themselves at home in Ottoman

155



Syria, by means of marriage, investments in land ownership and
employment in the local administration. While the Bedirhanis were
negotiating with Ottoman state authorities, trying to advance their
interests and to improve their financial situation, many of them were at
the same time themselves an integral part of the Ottoman state
administration. It is important to keep in mind for the following
discussion that no neat differentiation between Bedirhanis on the one

hand and “the Ottoman state” on the other hand can be made.

It is striking that rather than breaking up the extended Bedirhani family
and leaving them to their own devices, far from their former homeland
in Cizre and cut off from their networks of supporters, the Ottoman
authorities chose to settle the entire family in one place and, in addition,
provided for them through maas payments and employment in the
Ottoman administration. This is exceptional, as there are numerous
examples of the Ottoman state adopting a different, much more
adamant stance against Kurdish tribal and religious leaders in the east of
the empire during the same time period. While more or less benevolent
throughout, the Ottoman state’s policy towards the members of the
Bedirhani family did not remain static. It was continuously modified and
adapted to changing political circumstances. One of the most visible
shifts occurred in the spring of 1906, when members of the Bedirhani
family were suspected of being involved with the murder of Ridvan Paga,
the prefect (sehremini) of Istanbul. These events will be the subject of a
subsequent chapter. Likewise, the members of the Bedirhani family
conceptualized their relations to the Ottoman state differently,
depending on the political context. In one late Ottoman account
sympathetic to the Bedirhani family, their lot following the murder of
Ridvan Paga was compared to the history of the Barmakids, the
influential advisors and ministers of the Abbasid caliphs, who

spectacularly fell from grace during the reign of caliph Harun ar-Rashid
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in the early 9™ century.*?? Later, in the emerging Kurdish nationalist
historiography of the 20™ century, the role of the family within the
imperial system was ignored. The Bedirhanis were now invariably
presented as antagonists of the Ottoman state, as freedom fighters in
opposition. Also, views on the relations to the Ottoman state differed
among individual family members, some of whom were active in the
opposition against Sultan Abdiilhamid II while others thrived under his

rule, benefiting from his patronage.

By sending the Bedirhani family into exile in 1847 and thereby
distancing its members from their homeland and area of influence in
the Emirate of Bohtan, the Ottoman authorities followed an already
established pattern: Rebellious local leaders were regularly exiled to the
Ottoman capital, where it was easier to keep an eye on them. Following
this logic, Mir Muhammad, leader of a Kurdish tribe from Rawanduz,
had been sent into exile in Istanbul ten years prior to the Bedirhani
family.*?*> Nor were the Bedirhanis the last Kurdish leaders to be treated
this way: In 1880, sheikh Ubaidullah was brought to Istanbul to live
there in exile after he had led a rebellion in the Ottoman-Iranian
borderlands.*** While local leaders were exiled, Kurdish tribal
populations in Eastern Anatolia and the Ottoman-Iranian borderlands
became the target of Ottoman centralization politics, displacement and
forced settlement.*?> Arguably, both the more repressive Ottoman policy
towards Kurdish tribes and the more lenient attitude adopted towards
the Bedirhani family and other Kurdish leaders originated in the context

of Ottoman state centralization in the second half of the 19" century.

22 1jitfi [Ahmed Ramiz], Emir Bedirhan, Istanbul, no date, pp. 4 and 45.

* Martin van Bruinessen, Agha, Shaikh and State. The Social and Political Structures of
Kurdistan (London et al.: Zed Books, 1992 [1978]), pp. 176-177 and Rohat Alakom, Eski
Istanbul Kiirtleri (Istanbul: Avesta Yayinlari, 2011 [1998]), pp. 42-43.

#2+ Sabri Ates, The Ottoman-Iranian Borderlands. Making a Boundary, 1843-1914
(Cambridge Univ. Press, 2013), pp. 220-221.

5 For examples from Ottoman Iraq, the Gokhan Cetinsaya, Ottoman Administration of
Iraq 1890 — 1908 (London: Routledge, 2006), pp. 100-101.
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Both can be read as reactions to various local challenges to these
centralization policies. The question remains, however, why the
Ottoman authorities chose to make concessions to the Bedirhani family,
treating its members with more consideration than the average Kurdish

strongman in exile.

3.1.1. Bedirhanis as Middlemen and Broker Personalities

One possible explanation as to why the Ottoman state had no intention
to completely eliminate the Bedirhani family was that it benefited from
or in some way depended on their cooperation and mediation. In the
1850s, one area in which the Ottoman state was in dire need for support
was sheer manpower.*?® A number of notables and local strongmen
pulled together irregular troops to back up the Ottoman war efforts,

6**7 and in

notably against Russia in the Crimean War 1853-185
subsequent armed conflicts. There is evidence that senior members of
the Bedirhani family led troops of Kurdish irregular fighters, notably
during the campaigns in the Russo-Turkish war of 1877-1878. In other
words, the Bedirhanis were useful to the Ottoman state in their role as
mobilizers of Kurdish irregulars. Bedri Paga, Hiiseyin Kenan Bey, Bahri
Paga and Ali Samil Paga Bedirhan, for example, each reportedly
mobilized several thousand Kurdish volunteers for the Ottoman war
effort against Russia in 1877/78.42® Bedri Pasa gathered followers in
Ottoman Syria, Hiiseyin Kenan Bey in the areas around Adana, Bahri

Pasa in Ottoman Kurdistan and Ali Samil Pasa in Istanbul.*?® Still at the

6 An argument made by Virginia Aksan, Ottoman Wars 1700-1870. An Empire Besieged
(London et al.: Routledge, 2013 [2007]), pp. 1-17.

*7 Candan Badem, The Ottoman Crimean War (1853-1856) (Leiden et al.: Brill, 2010), pp.
52 and 154-155 notes how the irregulars or bagihozuk constituted a formidable problem for
the Ottoman military, as they were difficult to keep in check, did not shy away from
plundering on the Ottoman side if their payments and rations were not forthcoming and
were also prone to deserting.

*8 Liitfi, Emir Bedirhan, p. 36.

2 iitfi, Emir Bedirhan, p. 36.
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outbreak of the Balkan Wars, Murad Bey Bedirhan called on the Kurds
of the empire to die for the Ottoman fatherland.”*® Relying on the
Bedirhani family’s support in the mobilization of irregular fighters, the
Ottoman state was caught up in a serious dilemma: Activities related to
gathering volunteers for the Ottoman war effort brought the Bedirhanis
in close contact with the Kurdish populations of the eastern part of the
empire and allowed them to maintain their networks of supporters
within the former Emirate of Bohtan. These ongoing connections
enabled a number of family members throughout the late Ottoman
period to return to their former homeland and challenge the Ottoman
authorities by trying to reestablish the family’s power and autonomous

rule there.

All the volunteers Bedirhani family members were able to recruit were
Kurds. That they were drawn together not only in the Kurdish areas of
Eastern Anatolia but from across the Ottoman Empire was a result of
19%-century Ottoman resettlement policies targeting nomadic tribes.
Suat Dede has chosen the example of the Kurdish Reswan tribe®*! to
study the processes of tribal settlement initiated by the Ottoman state
from the mid-19%" century onward.**? The Reswan tribe is of particular
interest for my investigation of the links between the Bedirhani family
and the tribal milieus of Anatolia, as there is evidence that contacts
between the Bedirhanis and sections of the Regwan tribe continued
throughout the late 19 and early 20 centuries. When the British Major
Noel toured Eastern Anatolia in the summer of 1919 in the company of

Celadet and Kamuran Bedirhan, one of the local Kurdish tribes they

visited were the Regwan, described by Noel as a rather large tribal group

0 I"Humanité (Paris), October 2, 1913, p. 4: “Le chef kurde Mourad Bederkhan a publié
un appel invitant les Kurdes a mourir pour la patrie.”

1 Also spelled Resvan, Rigvan or Rigvan in different sources. I opted for the Kurdish
spelling here.

2 Suat Dede, From Nomadism to Sedentary Life in Central Anatolia: The Case of the Risvan
Tribe, MA thesis, Bilkent University Ankara, Department of History, 2011.
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of 4.000 to 4.500 families living in the mountains south of Malatya and
led by Hacl Bedir Aga.**® In 1919, Halil Bey Bedirhan, an uncle of
Celadet and Kamuran, had been appointed as district governor
(mutasarrif) of Malatya, giving the family an opportunity to intensify
existing connections to local tribes like the Reswan. Suat Dede’s work
analyzes the history of the Regwan tribe, whose members had lived as
nomads in the areas between Marag, Malatya, Adana and northern Syria
in the 18" and early 19 centuries, as a target of Ottoman settlement
politics from the mid-19™ century onwards.*** While sections of the tribe
stayed in their original homeland in Eastern Anatolia,**> other sections
were settled by the state in the region of Haymana in Central Anatolia,
not far from Ankara.*® 1 cite the trajectory of the Reswan tribe
extensively because a decisive factor which contributed to an ongoing
influence of members of the Bedirhani family among the Kurdish tribal
population were Ottoman imperial politics of displacement and forced
settlement of Kurdish tribes throughout the empire. As tribes like the
Regwan, which originated in the homeland of the Bedirhani family in
Eastern Anatolia, were divided and moved across the empire in the wake
of Ottoman settlement politics, the Bedirhanis in exile maintained
access to their former networks. Even as family members were banned
from entering Eastern Anatolia, they were able to wuphold
communications with Kurdish tribal milieus. As Ottoman settlement
politics unfolded over an extended period of time and individuals
continued to go back and forth between their old homelands and newly

assigned areas of settlement, it was virtually impossible for the Ottoman

3 Major Noel, Noel, E.M., Diary of Major E.M. Noel, C.L.E., D.S.O., on Special Duty in
Kurdistan from June 14th to September 21st, 1919 (Basra: Government Press, 1919), pp. 23-
24 and 29.

* Dede, Nomadism to Sedentary Life, pp. 41-44.

#5 A fact overlooked by Dede, but documented in the reports of Major Noel, Diary of Major
E.M. Noel, p. 20.

¢ Dede, Nomadism to Sedentary Life, pp. 41 and 46, indicating that by 1848, five hundred
households of the Regwan tribe had been settled in the region of Haymana.
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state to isolate members of the Bedirhani family from their former tribal

followers.

Officially, however, members of the Bedirhani family remained banned
from Eastern Anatolia throughout the late Ottoman period. While such
an explicit ban to return to their former homeland was fairly exceptional,
there was also a more general tendency in the Ottoman imperial
administration to prevent the employment of officials in the
administration of provinces where they had family origins. Avlonyal
Ferid Pasa (1851-1914), who later became grand vizier, was promptly
recalled from a post in the Albanian district of Durres, when it emerged
that his family was from there. Sultan Abdiilhamid II did not approve of
the appointment under these circumstances, generally preferring his
officials to be deployed far from their homelands.*}” The policy towards
the Bedirhani family was in tune with this general attitude: Prior to the
First World War, no family members were appointed to posts anywhere

in Eastern Anatolia.*3®

Beyond the mobilization of Kurdish irregular fighters, there are further
examples illustrating the role of members of the Bedirhani family as

intermediaries between the state and the Kurdish community: Larger

1439

cities in the Ottoman lands like Istanbul*’” and Damascus were home to

#7 Abdiilhamit Kirmizi, “Experiencing the Ottoman Empire as a Life Course: Ferid Pasha,
Governor and Grandvizier (1851-1914).” In: Geschichte und Gesellschaft 40.1 (2014), p. 51.
#8 Ottoman documentation on the career of Necib Pasa Bedirhan makes this policy
explicit: When a suitable appointment for him in the imperial administration was needed
for him in 1895, an irade insisted that he should under all circumstances be sent to a post
where no Kurdish population resided (“Kiird bulunmayan mahall dahilinde olmak iizere
miinasib bir me’'mariyet”), BOA, [.HUS. 43.34,07 Ca 1313 H (October 26, 1895).

9 Tt is difficult to estimate the number of Kurds in the Ottoman capital, as they were in
the Ottoman census counted as Muslims and not registered as a separate community,
Alakom, Eski Istanbul Kiirtleri, p. 11. Kemal Karpat suggests that in the late 19" century,
around five thousand Kurds lived in Istanbul, Kemal Karpat, Ottoman Population (1830-
1914) (Madison, Wis.: Univ. of Wisconsin Press, 1985), p. 104. Due to seasonal migration
of workers, this number could have been much higher.
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sizeable Kurdish communities. Some of their members had settled
permanently in these cities, others came and went as migrant workers,
seeking seasonal employment or accompanying flocks of sheep to be
sold in the capital.*® The Bedirhani family presumably had some
influence over this community, as is illustrated by Abdiirrezzak Bey
Bedirhan’s ability to order members of the Kurdish community of
Istanbul to murder the prefect Ridvan Pasa in 1906.**! After the First
World War, Kurdish notables like the Bedirhanis and sheikh Abdiilkadir
attempted to enlist the support of the Kurdish community, largely

consisting of dock workers and porters for their political program.

Remarkably, for more than fifty years after Emir Bedirhan had been
defeated, the Ottoman state preferred appeasement and co-optation to
outright confrontation in its dealings with his descendants. During the
rule of Sultan Abdiilhamid II, the policy of reliance on Kurdish notables
as brokers who were able to mobilize and control Kurdish populations
continued, albeit under slightly different circumstances: Rohat Alakom
argues that while most of the porters of Istanbul’s harbors prior to the
Hamidian massacres of the 1890s had been of Armenian descent, Sultan
Abdiilhamid II then saw it fit to exchange these Armenian porters for
Kurdish migrant workers.**? This step can be read in the larger context
of Abdiilhamid II’s policy towards the Ottoman-Kurdish community. In
his memoirs, the sultan wrote that he made a conscious effort to rely
more on Kurds, as they were fellow Muslims and thus supposedly more

loyal, than on Armenians as his officials and servants.*** With privileges

0 Alakom, Eski Istanbul Kiirtleri, p. 36 and Florian Riedler, “The Role of Labour Migration
in the Urban Economy and Governance of Nineteenth-Century Istanbul,” in: Ulrike
Freitag (ed.), Urban Governance Under the Ottomans. Between Cosmopolitanism and Conflict
(London: Routledge, 2014), pp. 145-158.

*1 See chapter 4.

2 Alakom, Eski Istanbul Kiirtleri, p. 35.

3 Abdiilhamid I1., Siyasi Hatiratum (Istanbul: Dergah Yayinlari, 1975), p. 52. One example
for this shift from Armenian to Kurdish servants is mentioned by Alakom, Eski Istanbul
Kiirtleri, p. 73: In the late 19 century, the Armenian fire brigade responsible for the Yildiz
palace was dismissed and replaced with Kurdish firefighters.
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and the generous payment of monthly allowances, the Ottoman
government attempted to assure the loyalty of the leaders of the
Ottoman-Kurdish community. Members of the Bedirhani family directly
benefited from this policy. The Hamidiye regiments founded among the
Kurdish tribes of Eastern Anatolia in 1891 and the opening of the ‘agiret
mektebi, a school for the sons of Arab and Kurdish tribal leaders in
Istanbul in 1892, constituted another aspect of Abdiilhamid II’s policy

towards the Ottoman-Kurdish community.

Religious communities and especially Sufi orders constituted an
important vector through which links were created between incoming
Kurdish migrants, the urban Kurdish communities in Istanbul and
other Ottoman cities, and Ottoman-Kurdish notable families like the
Bedirhanis. Crucial for the Bedirhani family was the network of
followers of the Nakgbandiya-Halidiya order, to which Emir Bedirhan
had adhered. The order had numerous followers in Damascus and also
in Istanbul.*** Abdiilvahab Susi and Abdiilfettah Akri (el-Bagdadi) were
the leading representatives of the Nakgbandiya-Halidiya tradition in
Istanbul in the mid-19" century. Abdiilfettah Akri presided over the
Alacaminare tekke in Uskiidar.**> Among their successors in Istanbul in
the late 19 century were Abdiilhakim Arvasi (1864-1943), imam at the
Sultan Ahmed Mosque under Sultan Abdiilhamid I1,*4¢ and his nephew
Mehmed Sefik Arvasi (1884-1970), who led the most important tekke
and center of the Nakgbandiya-Halidiya order in Istanbul during the last

years of the Ottoman Empire, located in the Koca Hiisrev Paga Killiyesi

** Alakom, Eski Istanbul Kiirtleri, pp. 36-38. Alakom mentions that there were almost one
hundred Naksbandiya tekkes in Istanbul in the late 19% century.

5 Alakom, Eski Istanbul Kiirtleri, p. 38.

6 Arvasi was a follower (halifa) of sheikh Ubaidullah. He was originally from Arvas
(Erwas) near Van, see Bruinessen, Agha, Shaikh and State, p. 331 and Alakom, Eski Istanbul
Kiirtleri, pp. 37 and 103. Other prominent sheikhs of the Naksbandiya-Halidiya tradition
with Kurdish origins in Istanbul included Mehmed Es‘ad Erbili, Abdullah Fevzi from Mug
and Bitlisli Abdiilbaki Kiifrevi.
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in Eyiip.**” While many of these sheikhs and their followers belonged to
the Kur-dish community, the order also facilitated links into others parts

of the Ottoman society.

The pattern according to which members of the Bedirhani family acted
as middlemen and brokers to mobilize and control large parts of the
Kurdish community continued, with some alterations, from the mid-19th
into the 20" century. Even in the aftermath of the murder of Ridvan
Pasa in 1906, the comparatively lenient Ottoman policy towards the
Bedirhani family continued. No members of the family were executed,
and initial death penalties were converted to long prison sentences.
Regarding the family’s relations to the Ottoman state, it is the year 1908
rather than 1906 which stands out as a decisive turning point: With the
rise to power of the CUP after 1908, the Ottoman state policy concerning
the Bedirhani family underwent fundamental changes. Having failed to
co-opt representatives of the family as supporters of the CUP in Eastern
Anatolia and realizing that members of the family were pursuing
personal goals in the region, the CUP turned against the Bedirhanis.
When Hiiseyin Bey Bedirhan ran in the 1912 parliamentary elections in
Siirt on the ticket of the Liberal Entente party (Hiirriyet ve itilaf Firkasi)
in opposition to the CUP candidate, he received death threats and was
forced into hiding.**® In May 1914, Siileyman Bey Bedirhan, who had
been touring the provinces of Eastern Anatolia to mobilize local support
for a return of his family to power together with several of his brothers,
was ambushed and killed by Ottoman government troops.**° After fifty
years in exile and at times rocky relations, this was the first time that the

Ottoman state had gone so far as to physically eliminate a member of the

7 Alakom, Eski Istanbul Kiirtleri, p. 37. Mehmed Sefik Arvasi had been involved with
Ottoman-Kurdish intellectual circles in the early 20% century, he is listed as a member of
the Kurdish student association Hévi in 1912, see Malmisanij [Mehmet Tayfun], Kiirt
Talebe-Hévi Cemiyeti. Ilk Legal Kiirt Ofrenci Dernegi (Istanbul: Avesta Yayinlari, 2002), p. 56.
8 Kaiser, Extermination of Armenians, pp. 87-88.

*9 Kaiser, Extermination of Armenians, p. 108.
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Bedirhani family. Even though Siileyman Bey, as one of the younger
sons of Emir Bedirhan, was not a prominent political actor, the
consequences for the family were grave: On the one hand, they found
themselves publicly embarrassed and lost prestige among their
supporters, having been unable to protect one of their family members.
The death of Siileyman Bey Bedirhan was a defeat in the competition
between the central state and the Bedirhanis over power in Eastern
Anatolia. On the other hand, the fact that the Ottoman authorities had
gone so far as to kill an uncooperative relative convinced other family
members to reconsider their options in 1914: Hasan Bey Bedirhan, for
instance, made his peace with the Ottoman authorities, declaring
himself ready to leave Eastern Anatolia, and accepted a position in the
government of another province.*® He thus tried to fall back on the
rules of the social contract that Bedirhanis and the Ottoman state had
played by ever since the late 1840s: As long as the Bedirhanis stayed
away from Eastern Anatolia, integration and even success within the

Ottoman bureaucracy were possible.

3.1.2. Relations to the Ottoman State from an Economic

Perspective

From his early years in exile from Eastern Anatolia until his death, Emir
Bedirhan remained on the payroll of the Ottoman state.*”! After an
initial period of great misery in Crete, during which the family depleted
its last resources until they were unable to support themselves any
longer, the Ottoman meclis-i vala ruled in January 1849 that an

appropriate monthly allowance (maas) should be accorded to the family

0 Kaiser, Extermination of Armenians, p. 112.

1 Hakan Ozoglu reads this as evidence for the fact that the emir had been loyal to
Ottoman interests throughout his reign in Cizre, Ozoglu, “’Nationalism’ and Kurdish
Notables,” p. 398.
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members.*? Over the following years, it was unclear even to Ottoman
officials involved in the case whether the payment was granted as a sort
of charity or as compensation in return for property the Bedirhani family
had left behind when they were exiled from Cizre. It was also unclear
whether the allowance was awarded to Emir Bedirhan personally — and
would thus be terminated after his death — or extended to the entire
family, and thus inheritable and meant to continue for an undetermined
period of time.*>3 That the legal situation of the former landholdings of
the Bedirhani family in Cizre and its surroundings was ambiguous
added to the uncertainty about the status of the maas: Some
contemporary experts claimed that the property had been seized illegally
after the departure of the family, and that Sultan Abdilmecid himself
had been among the beneficiaries of the spoils.** An opposing faction
argued that the land had initially been state-owned (miri) before it had
illegally been seized by Emir Bedirhan. It was therefore not illegal, but
on the contrary absolutely necessary to return these lands to the
Ottoman state. The case Emir Bedirhan could make to prove his legal
ownership of the land was, in the eyes of the Ottoman authorities,
further weakened by the fact that he was unable to provide title deeds for

the properties in question.*>

After some initial confusion, it eventually became accepted within the
Ottoman administration that the money was being paid in

compensation for the property the family left behind after they were

2 Kardam, Siirgiin Yillar, p. 114.

3 Kardam, Siirgiin Yillar, pp. 162-164, drawing on a communication between the grand
vizier and the Ottoman Ministry of Finances in the matter, BOA, A MKT.NZD. 203.13, 03
Ra 1273 H (May 15, 1857).

#* See Kardam, Siirgiin Yillari, pp. 104-107, who speaks of “miisadere,” i.e. seizure or
confiscation.

5 Kardam, Siirgiin Yillan, p. 109, quoting from Emir Bedirhan’s letter contained in BOA,
[.DH. 436.28798, 01 N 1275 H (November 13, 1859). That he did not possess any title
deeds does not necessarily mean he acquired the land illegally — but it is an indicator that
the emir was not (yet) well-versed in Ottoman legal discourse, or else he would have seen
the query for written proof of ownership coming.
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exiled from their homeland. The payments were referred to as “bedel-i
emlik,” paid in exchange for confiscated property, “emlak-1 mazbutasina
mukabil” in Ottoman documents and by contemporary observers around
the turn of the century.®® Throughout the 1850s and 1860s, the
Ottoman authorities repeatedly failed to pay this allowance on time.*’
One source stated that the allowance amounted to 19.000 kurus a
month.**® Abdiirrezzak Bey Bedirhan recalled a similar amount of 180
lira paid every month, to be divided among all family members.*>
Accounts sympathetic to the Bedirhani family pointed out that the
payments were largely insufficient and certainly no match for the wealth
and vast amounts of property Emir Bedirhan and his family had lost in
1847. The annual income of six salt mines in the surroundings of Cizre
owned by the Bedirhani family alone was said to amount to six million
kurus, and the number of live-stock left behind reportedly exceeded
20.000 animals.*®® Eventually, the allowance came to be regarded as
hereditary. The ongoing negotiations about the distribution, adjustment
and redistribution in the event of the death of a family member created a
considerable amount of red tape in the archives of the Ottoman Ministry
of Finance (maliye nezareti).* Both sons and daughters of Emir
Bedirhan were considered for allowance payments. Not only Emir

Bedirhan’s direct offspring, but also his brother Salih and the latter’s

0 Liitfi, Emir Bedirhan, p. 27.

7 Kardam, Siirgiin Yillari, pp. 222-225.

8 BOA, $D. 370.34, ek 1, 28 B 1315 H (December 23, 1897) and also Liitfi, Emir Bedirhan,
p. 27, who speaks of 20.000 kurus per month.

#9 Abdurrezzak Bedirhan, Otobiyografya, transl. Hasan Cuni (Istanbul: Peri Yayinlari,
2000), p. 22.

0 1iitfi, Emir Bedirhan, p. 27.

#1 The usual procedure seems to have been to divide the allowance among the wife or
wives, the children and other surviving family members of the deceased, with the amounts
allocated to each individual decreasing in the process. This course of action was taken after
the death of Hiiseyin Kenan Bey in 1911 and also after the death of his brother Midhat
Paga in 1912, see BOA, BEO. 4270.320195, 16 M 1332 H (December 15, 1913, for Hiiseyin
Kenan Bey) and BOA, BEO. 4371.327822, 31 L 1333 H (September 12, 1915, Midhat Pasa).
For an example from the second generation in exile, see the case of Ali Samil Paga’s
daughter Nadide: After her death, her husband, but also her mother and siblings received
shares of her allowance, BOA, BEO. 4374.328013, 07 Za 1333 H (September 17, 1915).
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children received maas payments.*®? After the death of Emir Bedirhan,
the allowance was distributed among his surviving children — not in
equal parts but according to their age: One of the eldest sons,*®3
Mehmed Necib Bey, was allotted the highest amount of 2.500 kurus. All
the emir’s daughters received the same amount, 200 kurus each, which
was the smallest amount distributed.*** In addition to the more or less
regular maas payments, other grants, lump-sum payments and
privileges were accorded to family members by the Ottoman state: In
1857, Emir Bedirhan and some of his older children received
gratifications worth an equivalent of several thousand Ilira.*®®
Throughout late Ottoman times, family members were awarded
decorations, medals and other gratifications, bestowed in an attempt to

keep them dependent on and loyal to the empire.

The arrangement of the maas payments, however, was not uncontested:
A group of younger siblings, who found the distribution of the allowance
to be to their disadvantage, pressed the Ottoman state to open up
renegotiations in the late 1890s. They pointed out that when their older
brother Necib Bey had secured an overly large share of the allowance for
himself after the death of their father, they had been minors, too young
to intervene on their own behalf. They deplored that Necib Bey had
wronged them and demanded a new, fairer redistribution of the
allowance.*®® Another faction of the Bedirhani family, however,

contested these claims for redistribution: In a telegram addressed to

2 On Salih Bey, see BOA, A.MKT.MHM. 408.25, 30 M 1285 H (May 24, 1868).

3 The first-born son of Emir Bedirhan, Hamid Bey, was at a disadvantage in the
competition for leadership within the family, as he suffered from an eye condition which
left him practically blind. Necib Bey (later Necib Paga), the second son, took over the role of
the head of the family after his father’s death. Kardam, Siirgiin Yular, p. 67.

** For the entire list with details on the sums paid to each individual, see BOA, SD. 370.34,
no date.

*5 Liitfi, Emir Bedirhan, p. 32 mentions 5.000 lira paid to Emir Bedirhan and 1.000 for each
child, in addition to several presents (hedaya) and 25.000 kurus worth of travel expenses.

46 See BOA, SD. 370.34, ek 1, 28 B 1315 H (December 23, 1897) for a petition
incriminating Necib Pasa, signed by (illegible), Ahmed Midhat, Kamil, Abdurrahman,
Hasan, Hiiseyin, Maryam and Zarife Bedirhan.
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both the grand vizier and the Ottoman Ministry of Justice early in 1890
from Damascus, a number of female members of the Bedirhani family
spoke out in favor of the existing arrangement.*®’ This is particularly
surprising because women were among the family members most
disadvantaged by the existing arrangement. The second petition thus
added complexity, pointing to the internal divisions within the family.
Some of these fault lines become clearer once we look at the position of
the women who signed the second petition and defended the existing
arrangement which favored the most senior sons over other family
members: Rewsen Bedirhan, a wife of Emir Bedirhan, was actually the
mother of several of the older sons of the emir. In other words, she was
closely related to the very people who greatly benefited from the existing
arrangement. Rewsen’s son Bedri Paga, for instance, was entitled to a
monthly allowance of 1.000 kurus. He likely mobilized his mother, his
sister Sariye and other female members of his own household to

intervene on his behalf and defend the existing arrangement.

Parallel to these internal disputes within the family, the entire
arrangement of the maas payments was also contested externally, in
ongoing discussions with the Ottoman authorities. In 1308 H [1890/91],
the descendants and heirs of Emir Bedirhan appealed to the Ottoman
Council of State (sura-y1 devlet), challenging the existing arrangement
and claiming a complete restitution of their family property. The Council
of State disagreed and issued an imperial decree (irade) which denied the
Bedirhanis any claims to their former property.*%® It was specified that
the Bedirhani family members received the maas payments as a
compensation for their belongings and landed property which had been
confiscated by the state in 1847. The Ottoman authorities had come to

similar arrangements with other former ruling families from different

*7 For the telegrams from Damascus, dated 13 Kanun IT 1305 M (January 25, 1890),
signed by Rewsen, Fatma, Sariye and Zeynep, see BOA, $D. 370.34, ekler 3 and 5.
8 Liitfi, Emir Bedirhan, p. 27.
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localities throughout the empire, among them the Kurdish ruling family
of Palu, but also once autonomous notable families of non-Kurdish
origins, like the descendants of the former governors (beylerbeys) of
Tripolis in Libya.*®® Paying these kinds of allowances thus seems to have
been part of a general Ottoman policy of appeasement towards formerly
autonomous rulers throughout the empire from the second half of the

19t century onwards.

Over the years, members of the Bedirhani family referred to their legal
claims to state support repeatedly, to the extent that it became a principal
field in which they negotiated their relation to the Ottoman state. Even
though they argued about the distribution of resources within the
family, family members also acted collectively as they addressed the
Ottoman authorities, signing collective petitions to increase their
leverage. Inadvertently, by assigning allowances on the basis of an
individual’s belonging to the collective of the Bedirhani family, the
Ottoman administration thus inspired close and ongoing cooperation
among the family members. Working together provided the Bedirhani
family with a network and a model for cooperation to draw on in the
early 20" century, when the family voiced its demands for compensation
in front of an international audience, following the end of the First
World War. Emin Ali Bey Bedirhan, later one of the spokesmen of
Kurdish demands for greater autonomy after the war and head of the
Bedirhani family in Istanbul around 1920, had emerged already as a key
figure in the negotiations with Ottoman state authorities about the
distribution of the allowance payments.*’® Receiving an Ottoman state
allowance was a way to sustain oneself and make a living that differed

from previous experiences of the Bedirhani family and, crucially,

9 Nilay Ozok-Giindogan, The Making of the Modern Ottoman State in the Kurdish Periphery:
The Politics of Land and Taxation, 1840 — 1870 Diss., Binghampton State Univ. of New
York, 2011, pp. 83-84.

#70 See BOA, $D. 370.34, ek 2, no date: Emin Ali Bey, acting in the name of his siblings,
asked the Ottoman authorities to speed up the process of revising the maas distributions.
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required an entirely new set of skills. The ongoing negotiations about
the allowance payments exercised competencies like being able to access
key players within the Ottoman bureaucracy, to communicate demands
effectively and in accordance with the existing bureaucratic lingo and
discourse and to activate alternative channels to further one’s interests.
Networking skills in particular became a crucial asset. Some members of
the Bedirhani family adapted to these new circumstances swiftly and
rather successfully, recognizing the new opportunities at hand. This also
had an impact on the internal power dynamics within the family, where
not necessarily the most senior sons of Emir Bedirhan, but often the
best communicators emerged as heads of the family around the turn of
the century, the example of Emin Ali Bey Bedirhan has already been
cited above. It can be argued that the drawn-out process of negotiating
the allowance payments constituted a means of Ottomanizing the
Bedirhani family, forcing them to translate their interests and ambitions
into a discourse about property and ownership rights commonly

understood in the imperial framework.

The outlines of an unwritten social contract between the Bedirhani
family and the imperial authorities become tangible in moments of
dissatisfaction with the arrangement of the allowance payments:
Whenever descendants of Emir Bedirhan clandestinely returned to their
former homeland, as it happened repeatedly throughout the late 19
century, they reasoned that they were compelled to do so to sustain
themselves, as the maas payments were not sufficient. A pay raise or an
offer for a lucrative position in the imperial administration would then
help to change their minds and convince them to return peacefully to
the capital. For members of the Bedirhani family, defying the official
ban and leaving for their homeland in Cizre was therefore not dissimilar
from strategies members of the Young Turk opposition used around the
same time: During the Hamidian period, a number of opposition

members went into exile in Europe to attack the Ottoman sultan from
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there, but were often ready to return and cease their attacks when
offered an amnesty in combination with a satisfactory sum of money by
the Ottoman government.*’! The Bedirhanis’ escapes to Cizre can
similarly be read as attempts to obtain a more profitable bargaining
position in their dealings with the state authorities. This strategy worked
well for Hiiseyin Bey Bedirhan: Out of work and short of money after
the end of the Ottoman-Russian war of 1877/78, he made his way into
Anatolia, to the great displeasure of the Ottoman authorities.*’? Hiiseyin
Bey readily returned two years later, when he was finally offered a well-

paid position in the imperial administration in Istanbul.*’?

As the Bedirhani family grew and children of Emir Bedirhan married
and started their own households, the original maas of 19.000 kurus was
not raised. It now had to be divided among an increasing number of
heirs and heiresses. As the money was not sufficient to provide for all
family members, it was a logical consequence for the sons of Emir
Bedirhan to enter the Ottoman civil administration and military and
seek well-paid positions and advancement there. The maas payments
continued until the collapse of the Ottoman Empire. It is unclear
whether the payments were suspended between 1906 and 1908, while
family members were persecuted and tried in the context of the murder

of Ridvan Paga. There is evidence, however, that even the descendants of

#71 Both Abdullah Cevdet and Ishak Siikuti, for instance, were ready to leave Geneva and
cease their activities within the Young Turk opposition in 1899 in exchange for
employment in the Ottoman Foreign Service, see Erik Jan Ziircher, The Unionist Factor.
The Role of the Committee of Union and Progress in the Turkish National Movement 1905 —
1926 (Leiden et al.: Brill, 1984), p. 16.

#2 Some accounts claim that Hiiseyin Bey was accompanied by his brother Osman Pasa.
With the support of several thousand local supports, the two brothers are said to have
conquered their ancestors’ castle in Eruh, where they barricaded themselves to wait out the
Ottoman counter attack, until they were ultimately defeated and deported to Istanbul, see
Burkay, Gegmisten Bugiine Kiirtler, pp. 370-371.

3 Lutfi, Emir Bedirhan, pp. 39-40 and also Hiiseyin Kenan Bey’s sicill-i ahval BOA,
DH.SAID. 1.245, stating that in 1297 H (1879/80), after two years of unemployment, he
was appointed as a member of the sehremanet meclisi in Istanbul, touching a monthly salary
of 2.500 kurus.
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Ali Samil Paga Bedirhan, one of the main suspects in the assassination
of Ridvan Paga, continued to receive their share of the maas payments
into the early 1920s.4#

3.2. Collective Outlooks and Internal Divisions

The Bedirhani family often appears as a fairly homogeneous collective
entity in Ottoman administrative discourse. The discussion of the
allowance payments in the previous section has hinted at possible
explanations for this particular perspective. In spite of these collective
renderings, not all members of the Bedirhani family shared identical
interests. Instead, various splits and different factions can be traced
within the family. Representatives of the Ottoman state, however,
continued to assign a collective identity to all family members
throughout the late Ottoman period. This led to rather paradoxical
situations, one of which is apparent in the biography of Mehmed Salih
Bey, a son-in-law of Bedri Paga Bedirhan: After the outbreak of the First
World War, he had declared himself an Ottoman patriot, eager to defend
the empire against Russia. The Ottoman state, however, did not trust
him to join the fighting in the Caucasus, doubting his loyalties on the

basis of collective suspicions against his family.*”>

Mehmed Salih’s renderings of the incident in his memoirs remain

rather vague. He recalls that it was difficult for him to obtain permission

74 BOA, BEO. 4717.353706, 09.06.1338 M (June 9, 1922) provides detailed instructions
from the Ottoman Ministry of Finance as to how the share of the allowance of Ali Samil
Paga’s deceased son Kadri Bey was to be divided among the latter’s mother Sa‘adet Hanim,
his half-sister Mahmure Hanim and his half-brother Abdullah Bey.

#5 1 am repeating parts of an argument here that I made in an essay on Mehmed Salih
Bedirhan, Barbara Henning, “A Passionate Ottoman in late 19th Century Damascus:
Mehmed Salih Bedirhan’s Autobiographical Writing in the Context of the Ottoman-
Kurdish Bedirhani Family,” in: Martin Aust & F. Benjamin Schenk (eds.), Imperial
Subjects. Autobiographische Praxis in den Vielvolkerreichen der Romanovs, Habsburger und
Osmanen im 19. und frithen 20. Jahrhundert (Kéln: Bohlau Verlag, 2015), pp. 233-254.
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to go anywhere near the Ottoman-Russian border because of “trouble”
stirred up at the time by his cousin Abdiirrezzak Bey Bedirhan.*’¢ What
Mehmed Salih failed to mention in his recollections, but what can be
reconstructed from writings from and about Abdiirrezzak Bey is that the
latter had interpreted the outbreak of the war quite differently from
Mehmed Salih: He saw it as an opportunity not to defend but to finally
rid himself of his connections to the Ottoman state, hoping for greater
Kurdish autonomy under Russian protection and a chance to advance
his own influence in Eastern Anatolia.*’” It comes as no surprise then
that the name Bedirhan raised red flags when Mehmed Salih Bey asked
to be transferred to the Caucasus front, of all places, to fight the
Russians there. The Ottoman administration of the very empire
Mehmed Salih Bey felt so passionate and patriotic about doubted his
loyalties. Ultimately, he was not given permission to join the Ottoman
forces in the Caucasus. A comparative perspective demonstrates that this
was because he was a member of the Bedirhani family, not because he
was an Ottoman-Kurd: While members of the Bedirhani family were
kept away from the eastern front, other Ottoman officers with Kurdish
backgrounds were fighting in the Caucasus. One prominent example
was Ekrem Cemilpasa (1891-1974), member of an influential Kurdish
notable family based in Diyarbekir, who was active in Ottoman-Kurdish
intellectual circles in the early 20™ century and later became one of the
heads of the Kurdish independence movement in exile in Syria in the
1930s.4’8 The different standards applied in the case of Mehmed Salih
Bey and Ekrem Cemilpasa, respectively, indicate that in 1914/15, the
Ottoman state’s perception of imminent unrest and possible secession

in Eastern Anatolia was not yet colored by an exclusively ethnic

76 Uzun & Bedir-Han, Defier-i A’malim, pp. 87-88.

#7 Michael Reynolds, “Abdiirrezzak Bedirhan: Ottoman Kurd and Russophile in the
Twilight of Empire.” In: Kritika: Explorations in Russian and Eurasian History 12. 2 (2011),
p- 442. Abdiirrezzak Bedirhan’s trajectory, along with his activities in the Ottoman-Russian
borderlands will be the focus of chapter 4.

78 Ozoglu, Kurdish Notables, pp. 103-107 and Cemil Pasa, Muhtasar Hayatim, p. 22, who
states that he, along with two of his uncles, was deployed to the Caucasus front in 1914.
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understanding of the conflict lines. There was, in principle, still room
for passionate Ottomans of Kurdish background — but anyone whose
cousins were blacklisted as troublemakers in the Ottoman government
records raised suspicions. Mehmed Salih Bey’s frustrated attempt to
volunteer for the Caucasus front conveys an idea of how identities were
not only claimed and negotiated by individual actors like Mehmed Salih,
but at the same time assigned by the state and society at large. The two

sides did not always overlap.

Particularly since the murder of Ridvan Paga in the spring of 1906 and,
as the predicament of Mehmed Salih Bey has illustrated, well beyond the
reign of Sultan Abdiilhamid II and into the Second Constitutional
Period, the Bedirhani family was perceived and treated by the Ottoman
authorities as a homogeneous, monolithic entity with assumed common
interests and strong internal solidarities. However, this should not
obscure the fact that internal divisions existed between different factions
and interest groups within the family at all times. In late Ottoman times,
parts of the Bedirhani family had established close relations to sheikh
Abu’l-Huda as-Sayyadi, an intimate advisor to Sultan Abdiilhamid IT and
eminent religious authority. Sheikh Abu’l-Huda was related by marriage
to a faction of the Bedirhani family around Bedri Paga and Osman Paga
Bedirhan.*’”® Other branches of the family, however, were wary of sheikh
Abu’l-Huda and moved closer to one of his principal rivals in the palace,
Tahsin Pa§a.48° In his memoirs, Mehmed Salih Bey Bedirhan also
alluded to some of these internal divisions: The brothers Bedri, Osman
and Bahri Paga Bedirhan were characterized as supporters of sheikh
Abu’l-Huda, while another faction around Hiiseyin Kenan Bey Bedirhan

was described as strongly opposed to his influence. The relation to the

#9 Thomas Eich, Abu-l-Huda as-Sayyadi. Eine Studie zur Instrumentalisierung sufischer
Netzwerke und genealogischer Kontroversen im spitosmanischen Reich (Berlin: Klaus Schwarz,
2003), pp. 208-210.

0 Eich, Abii-l-Huda as-Sayyadi, p. 209.
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sheikh provoked heated arguments between different members and
factions of the Bedirhani family.*®! According to Mehmed Salih Bey, the
confrontation escalated when Ali Samil Paga physically attacked sheikh
Abu’l-Huda in his own home, accompanied by his brothers Hiiseyin
Kenan and Halid Bey.*®

However, a simple dichotomy of two opposing camps cannot sufficiently
explain the complex internal dynamics within the Bedirhani family:
There were those who stood with sheikh Abu’l-Huda, and there were
others who sided with his rivals in the Ottoman palace circles. A third
faction within the Bedirhani family, however, was critical of the entire
system: They also opposed sheikh Abu’l-Huda, not on the grounds of
palace intrigue (only), but because they more generally condemned his,
and by extension Sultan Abdiilhamid II’s, authoritarian and reactionary
politics. This critique found an expression in articles written by
Abdurrahman and Mikdat Midhat Bey Bedirhan for the journal
Kiirdistan which they edited and published in Egypt and later in
Switzerland in the 1890s.%83 Twice in 1898, Abdurrahman Bey addressed
the sultan in open letters in his journal, accusing sheikh Abu’l-Huda of
scheming against his family and persecuting some of his relatives.
Abdurrahman Bey urged the sultan to rethink his trust in the sheikh,
whom he vituperated as an undeserving and mean parvenu, and support
members of the Bedirhani family like Ali Samil Paga instead, who have
proven themselves loyal to the empire and the sovereign, risking their
lives in the wars against Russia. While the Bedirhani family’s noble

descent and standing are emphasized in the article, sheikh Abu’l-Huda

1 Uzun & Bedir-Han, Defter-i A’malim, pp. 41-42, mentioning tension between his uncles
Osman Paga and Hiiseyin Kenan Bey in particular.

2 Uzun & Bedir-Han, Defter-i A'mahm, p. 48.

83 Kiirdistan 6 (28 Eyliil 1314 M), open letter from Abdurrahman Bedirhan to Sultan
Abdiilhamid 11, and Kiirdistan 7 (23 Tisrin-i Sani 1314 M), arzuhal from Abdurrahman
Bedirhan, again addressed to Sultan Abdiilhamid II.
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is scorned as an upstart without any pedigree to speak of, called a

descendent of gypsies (“kibtiy’iil-neseb”).

It is insightful to return to the events which unfolded in 1906, in the
aftermath of the assassination of Ridvan Paga, with these hypotheses
and initial clues about the internal factions within the Bedirhani family
in mind: Former opponents of sheikh Abu’l-Huda, among them
prominently Ali Samil Paga, but also Mikdat Midhat and Abdurrahman
Bey Bedirhan received severe punishment and were imprisoned.*®* This
is particularly striking in the case of Abdurrahman Bedirhan, who was
not involved in the murder at all and had only recently returned from an
extended stay in Europe. The names of Bedri and Osman Paga Bedirhan,
on the other hand, did not figure on the list of main suspects brought to
trial in Libya. Incidentally, the branch of the family around Bedri and
Osman Paga, who were punished comparatively mildly in 1906, also
represented the partisans of sheikh Abu’l-Huda within in the Bedirhani
family. It seems thus entirely possible that persecution of members of
the Bedirhani family in 1906 differed according to the wider network of
patronage individuals belonged to. Osman Paga Bedirhan was employed
in the Ottoman administration in the province of Tripolis, Libya at the
time of the trials in 1906 and was eventually allowed to stay there, even
though under close surveillance, when his arrested family members
arrived.*8> Bedri Paga, who was a member of the Ottoman Council of

State in Istanbul in 1906, lost his job and was exiled to the island of

#* See BOA, Y.A.HUS. 501.108, for a list of those punished in 1906. Abdurrahman Bey
was imprisoned in Fezzan in Libya, Mikdat Midhat Bey and Ali Samil Paga were sent off to
Ta’if in Yemen. Neither Bedri Paga nor Osman Pasa figure on this list.

5 Osman Pasa Bedirhan was ultimately removed from Libya but was allowed to settle in
relative comfort in Aleppo, where his family enjoyed long-standing connections, in
particular into the patronage network of sheikh Abu’l-Huda, BOA, Y.MTV. 285.18, 04 S
1324 H (April 19, 1906). He continued to be employed in the Ottoman military until the
Constitutional Revolution. In 1909, however, his imminent promotion to the rank of a
kolagasy was stalled for political reasons, BOA, MV. 133.67, 18.09.1325 M (December 1,
1909).
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Rhodes with members of his household,*®® by comparison a rather
comfortable place of exile. He was later allowed to return to Damascus,
where he had dependable personal connections going back to his first

employment in the Syrian provincial administration in the 1870s.

3.3. Bedri Pasa Bedirhan — an Ottoman Bureaucrat in Syria

Bedri Paga Bedirhan is an example for a successful Ottoman bureaucrat
in the first generation of the Bedirhanis in exile. From the 1880s
onwards, he was a key authority figure within the Bedirhani family in
Damascus, as well as a prominent player in Syrian provincial politics.
His example illustrates the argument that over the late 19™ century,
members of the Bedirhani family, with their strategies, ambitions and
outlooks for their future, were deeply rooted in an imperial framework.
His trajectory also demonstrates that to succeed as imperial bureaucrats,
actors like Bedri Paga Bedirhan also came to rely on their background
and influence over certain groups within the Ottoman population, in his

case the Kurdish community in Ottoman Syria.

While Bedri Paga Bedirhan did belong to the ruling elite of the Ottoman
province of Syria in the late 19" century and was recognized as such by
contemporary observers,*®” historians of Ottoman Syria and the
subsequent French mandate period have largely failed to include him or
the Bedirhani family in general into their analyses. Standard
historiography of the Syrian lands over the late 19" and early 20

centuries has instead tended to focus on the trajectories of local notable

8 Bedri Paga was banned to the island of Rhodes in 1906 and stayed there until 1908, free
to move as he pleased on the island but without receiving a salary. After the Constitutional
Revolution, he was allowed to return to Istanbul and was reemployed in the Ottoman
administration, see BOA, DH.SAID. 2.448.

7 See a list of important Syrian notables, MAE-Paris, CPC Consulat Damas, vol. 15, Nr. 9,
dating from March 6, 1889, which puts Bedri Paga Bedirhan in the second of three
categories of decreasing importance.
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families of Arab origins and their involvement in the emergence of Arab

8 Kazem Daghestani’s Etudes

nationalist thinking and politics.*
Sociologiques sur la Famille Musulmane Contemporaine en Syrie (1932)
provides an early example of a scholarly approach by a Syrian author in
which “Kurdish” matters already appear as neatly separated from “Sunni
Muslim” identity and politics in Syria. Syrian-Kurdish identity in
Ottoman Syria of the type incorporated by the Bedirhanis in the late 19t
century has no place in Daghestani’s work and the wider discourse it

represents.*8?

An attempt to reconstruct Bedri Paga Bedirhan’s career and life world in
Ottoman Syria can thus ideally serve a double purpose: Not only does it
broaden the story told about the Bedirhani family by shedding further
light on its crucial Ottoman imperial dimension, it also helps to achieve
a more nuanced understanding of developments in Ottoman Syria,
bringing in historical actors of non-Arab origins. It makes sense to
consider Bedri Paga’s activities in Ottoman Syria through different
lenses. After a brief summary of what is known about his biographical
trajectory, I suggest three perspectives, focusing first on how network
politics in the province of Syria affected his room for maneuvering and
opportunities, but also brought about restrictions. Second, I explore how

Bedri Paga’s individual career path and the interests of the wider

88 Neither Philip Khoury, Urban Notables and Arab Nationalism. The Politics of Damascus
1860-1920 (Cambridge et al.. Cambridge Univ. Press, 1983) nor Linda Schatkowski
Schilcher, Families in Politics. Damascene Factions and Estates of the 18th and 19th Centuries
(Stuttgart: Steiner, 1985) mention the Bedirhani family in their studies on Syrian notable
families.

9 Kazem Daghestani, Etudes Sociologiques sur la Famille Musulmane Contemporaine en
Syrie (Paris: Ernest Leroux, 1932), pp. 4-5: “Enfin, nous avons achevé notre description par
l'étude du phénomeéne considéré chez des groupes musulmans allogénes: Tcherkesses,
Kurdes et Turkmenes. De tels groupes n’entrent pas dans le cadre de notre travail que dans
la mesure ou ils vivent replés sur eux-mémes, en conservant leurs coutumes et leurs
traditions intactes. (...) Par contre, nous avons négligé les groupes familiaux qui, tout en
s’attachant par leur origine, & l'un ou l'autre groupe allogéne précité, se sont si
parfaitement assimilés a la masse des sunnites syriens qu’on peut difficilement les en
différencier (...).”
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Bedirhani family were closely related. In a third step, I reinvestigate
turning points in his career which can easily pass for being chiefly
impacted by political developments but do have, at second glance, a
crucial economic dimension as well. Bedri Paga’s advancement into the
higher ranks of the provincial administration of Ottoman Syria, I argue,

impacted his decisions as an investor and land owner.

3.3.1. Ottoman Syria and the Bedirhani Family

As a framework of analysis for both Bedri Paga’s career and the network
strategies he relied on, the space of Ottoman Syria plays a crucial role.
Over the late 19™ century, the province of Syria emerged as a space with
both political and economic importance for the Bedirhani family. Second
only to Istanbul, it was the center and meeting point of the family in
exile. It is interesting to note that the close relationship to the Syrian
lands, which was in no small part established by the politics of Bedri
Pasa Bedirhan in the late Ottoman period, was to continue on well into
the 20" century: The brothers Celadet and Kamuran Bedirhan, along
with other, less prominent family members, found refuge in the French
mandate territories of Syria and Lebanon in the late 1920s and came to
rely on existing networks and connections of the family there, as will be
shown in a subsequent chapter. Until recently, the family also owned

property in Syria, notably in the coastal area of Banyas, near Latakia.**°

Ottoman Syria, referred to as Bilad ag-Sam in contemporary Ottoman

sources, refers to an Ottoman administrative unit comprising a territory

0 Banyas, also known as Markab, was part of the district of Latakia and the province of
Beirut in Ottoman times. In the 20 century, the otherwise small and insignificant town of
Banyas gained some import as the terminal of the British Iraqi Petroleum Company Line,
where oil tankers were filled with petrol to be transported to Europe. A separate area within
Banyas was developed to house British personnel and their families during that time. See
Nedko S. Etinoff, Thirty Years in Lebanon and the Middle East (Beirut: self-published, 1969),
pp- 99-100.
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which not congruent with the modern 20%-century Syrian national
state.*”! Around the turn of the century, Ottoman Syria consisted of the
province (vilayet) of Syria with the capital Damascus, the separate
provinces of Beirut and Aleppo, and finally the district (sancak) of
Jerusalem. The history of Ottoman Syria cannot be read as a teleological
prelude to the history of the Syrian nation state.*”?> Much to the contrary,
the empire-wide fields of interaction and far-reaching network structures
of individuals like Bedri Pagsa Bedirhan emphasize the multiple
entanglements between Ottoman Syria and other Ottoman provinces
and the imperial capital. During the reign of Sultan Abdiilhamid II, the
provinces of Ottoman Syria were counted among the more important
regions of the empire and efforts were made to further their
development. The sultan himself was particularly interested and
favorably inclined towards Ottoman Syria, surrounding himself with
Syrian advisers and investing in settlement and railway development
projects in the region.** Ottoman Syria in the late 19 century was not
on the fringes but, at least politically, at the very center of the Ottoman
imperial system — and so were the Bedirhanis. Not only Bedri Pasa
Bedirhan, but also several of his brothers, among them Ali, Mustafa and
Halid Bey held appointments in the civil and military administration of
Ottoman Syria over the late 19" century.*** Hiiseyin Bey Bedirhan was
also active in Greater Syria, when he was dispatched to Jerusalem in
1882/83.4%

®1 For one late 19™-century definition of Syria, albeit from a European-Orientalist
perspective, see Max von Oppenheim, Vom Mittelmeer zum Persischen Golf, 2 vols. (Berlin:
Dietrich Reimer, 1899), vol. 1, p. 9: , Unter der Bezeichnung »Syrien« wird im allgemeinen
die Gegend verstanden, die im Westen vom Mittelmeer, im Norden vom Taurus, im Osten
von Nordmesopotamien bezw. der arabischen Wiiste begrenzt wird, und zwar vielfach mit
Einschluss von Palistina.”

2 James A. Reilly, “Ottoman Syria: Social Historiography Through an Urban Lens.” In:
History Compass 10.1 (2012), pp. 70-71.

3 Stephen H. Longrigg, Syria and Lebanon under the French Mandate (New York: Octagon
Books, 1972), p. 16.

“* Liitfi, Emir Bedirhan, p. 42.

5 Liitfi, Emir Bedirhan, p. 42.
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The center of the activities of the Bedirhani family in Ottoman Syria was
the provincial capital, Damascus.*® Over the second half of the 19*
century, the city of Damascus witnessed a period of profound
transformation, as economy and infrastructure — and with it, the city’s
links to the wider world — changed, along with the outlook of its built
environment and not at least local social structures and mentalities.*%’
After a period of inter-communal violence which had culminated in the
killing of thousands of Christian residents of the city in 1860 by Muslim
and Druze gangs, the Ottoman central state intervened, turning
Damascus into a “canvas on which to test and prove [its, BH] reform

(Tanzimat) philosophy,”#%®

and a testing-ground for state centralization
politics. In the aftermath of the intercommunal violence and massacres,
the established local balance of power which had greatly favored Muslim
notable families was shattered. Particularly during the reign of the
reformer Midhat Paga as governor of Damascus between 1878 and 1880,
Ottoman centralization efforts and urban modernization took up speed,
beginning to change the face of the city with building projects and large-
scale remodeling of the city’s infrastructure.*”® In the years after 1860,
the Damascene elite was in disarray — which allowed newcomers to carve
out spaces for themselves and accumulate power and influence as a new
framework of local power politics emerged. The already-mentioned
sheikh Abu’l-Huda as-Sayyadi was among the better-known successful
newcomers to Damascus from that period. The Bedirhani family, which
arrived in Damascus from Crete in 1868, was also able to turn the
vacuum of power to their advantage, finding a place for themselves
within the networks of the Damascene elite and cooperating with other

newcomers to the scene, notably sheikh Abu’l-Huda and his supporters.

#6 Tt would have been very interesting to trace family members and their history in the city
and notably in the local archives of Damascus, but due to the current situation in Syria,
this kind of fieldwork — although highly desirable — is impossible at the moment.

#7 For a documentation of the changes over the second half of the 19 century, see
Hudson, Transforming Damascus, pp. 2-13.

8 Hudson, Transforming Damascus, p. 15.

9 Nur ad-Din Elisséeff, “Dimashk,” in: EI2, vol. I, pp. 277-291.
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Governors and other high-ranking Ottoman bureaucrats sent to
Ottoman Syria from Istanbul were caught in a dilemma: They had to
keep local power holders and strongmen in check, but at the same time
relied on the locals’ resources, prestige and following to back up their
own power. Individuals like Bedri Paga Bedirhan, who by means of his
family origins could claim to wield some influence over the sizeable
Kurdish part of the population of Damascus and its immediate
surroundings, emerged as crucial brokers and middlemen for the
Ottoman administrative elite in this context. The trajectory of the
Bedirhani family in the city of Damascus was profoundly impacted by
the changes the city went through over the second half of the 19*
century. Members of the family were integral parts of the local economy
and political scene throughout the 19 century (and even way beyond, as
a following chapter will argue), and their writings about themselves can
be read as attempts to make sense of the changing Ottoman Syrian
world around them. While too often, the story of the Bedirhani family is
rendered as a tale about the Kurdish regions of Eastern Anatolia only,
individuals like Bedri Paga Bedirhan were at the same time shaping and

also being shaped by the developments in the city of Damascus.

In the 1880s, at the heyday of Bedri Paga’s influence, Damascus was
home to about 120.000°% to 150.000°°! people, the majority of them
Sunni Muslims.’® While the exact population figures cannot be
determined, it seems clear that the period from the 1870s up until the

eve of the First World War was marked by a considerable population

59 Till Grallert, “To Whom Belong the Streets? Investment in Public Space and Popular
Contentions in Late Ottoman Damascus.” In: Bulletin d’études orientales LXI (Dec. 2012), p.
329

1 Nur ad-Din Elisséeff, “Dimashk,” in: EI2, vol. I, pp. 277-291.

%2 Grallert, “To Whom Belong the Streets?” p. 329. Population statistics prior to the first
comprehensive census of the 1930s are estimations, based either on European travelogues,
contemporary consular reports or Ottoman administrative sources, see Jean-Luc Arnaud,
“La population de Damas a la fin de la période ottomane.” In: Annales de Démographie
Historique 1 (2001), p. 177.
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growth.> While Damascus was at no point completely segregated along
religious or ethnic lines, the suburb of as-Salihiye, situated on the slopes
of Mount Qasiyun, was recognized and regularly referred to as the
Kurdish quarter of the city.’** Like the Bedirhani family, many members
of the Kurdish community in Damascus had come (or been forcefully
resettled) to Syria from other parts of the empire in the 19" century.>%
In 1877, the number of Kurdish inhabitants of Damascus was estimated
to be around 25.000 individuals. Their support and military strength
were assets which Ottoman officials in Syria relied on and actively
cultivated.’®® The late 19" century already foreshadowed a period of
waning political and, more importantly, economic influence for
Damascus. The landlocked provincial capital lost much of its former

importance to the neighboring port city of Beirut.>"’

Economically, the city of Damascus relied on its fertile hinterland,
notably the Hawran region, located to the south of the city. When the
Hawran was hit by uprisings of the local Druze population repeatedly
throughout the late 19™ century, the inhabitants of Damascus felt the
immediate consequences in the form of rising grain prices, food
shortages and, in the poorer neighborhoods of the city, bouts of
famine.>®® Infrastructural changes, notably the opening of a new
carriage road between Damascus and the thriving Mediterranean seaport

Beirut in 1863, as well as the investment in an extensive railroad

%9 Hudson, Transforming Damascus, p. 40, quoting estimates of 150.000 inhabitants for the
1880s compared to 350.000 for the year 1914. Her own research samples from the
muhallefat (inheritance inventories) of Damascus showed that the population of the suburb
of as-Salihiye, where members of the Bedirhani family lived at the time, doubled between
1880 and 1914.

5% Grallert, “To Whom Belong the Streets?” p. 330.

5% Nur ad-Din Elisséeff, “Dimashk,” in: EI2, vol. I, pp. 277-291.

5% MAE-Paris, CPC Consulat Damas, vol. 11, report dated May 2, 1877. The population
estimate has to be taken with a grain of salt: The Kurdish quarter of as-Salihiye was not
always counted as part of Damascus intra muros, and it would thus not be accurate to say
that more than 10% of the 120.000 to 150.000 inhabitants of the city were Kurdish.

7 Grallert, “To Whom Belong the Streets?” p. 329.

58 Grallert, “To Whom Belong the Streets?” p. 329.
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network, connected Damascus and its hinterlands to a global market and
facilitated a reshaping of the local economy, notably a commercialization
of agriculture.’®® Bedri Pasa Bedirhan’s investments in agriculture are to
be understood in this particular context, and his actions were part of a
larger trend among urban notables from Damascus seeking control over
agricultural production, particularly in the Hawran. Grain prices,
however, were instable throughout the 1880s in particular, making these
investments anything but a safe bet.’!® Other important links, both
economically and symbolically, tied Damascus as an hub for pilgrims
and starting point of the Ottoman imperial pilgrimage caravan to the

holy cities of Islam in the Hicaz.

3.3.2.  Bedri Pasa Bedirhan: Biographical Sketch

The by far most important and most colorful source about the life and
career of Bedri Paga are the memoirs of his son-in-law Mehmed Salih
Bedirhan.’!! Bedri Pasa pressured Mehmed Salih Bey to give up his own
prospects for a career in the Ottoman civil service. Instead, Bedri Paga
urged him to get married to his daughter Samiye and become part of his
own household — Mehmed Salih was frustrated by that and openly
voiced his discontent with Bedri Paga in his writings. The image of Bedri
Paga which emerges from Mehmed Salih Bey’s recollections is therefore
not a benevolent one, depicting Bedri Paga as corrupt, unscrupulous and
selfish. Some of these accusations might be exaggerations, but others
can be corroborated drawing on external sources. Bedri Paga himself did
not, to my knowledge, leave behind any personal writings. In the later
historiography of the Bedirhani family, especially in the context of
Kurdish nationalist history writing of the 1990s and onwards, Bedri Pasa

%9 Hudson, Transforming Damascus, pp. 50-51.
51 Hudson, Transforming Damascus, p. 51.
11 Uzun & Bedir-Han, Defter-i A'malm.
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is only a marginal figure. This does not do justice to his role as head of
the family and key player in the provincial administration of Ottoman
Syria. The historian Malmisanij, in his standard work on the Bedirhani
family’s history, reserves a mere one and a half pages for Bedri Paga and
concludes this brief account with an out-of-focus, blurry half-length
photograph of an Ottoman bureaucrat in full uniform, sporting

numerous decorations.’!?

It is worthwhile to try and bring Bedri Paga back into focus and get a
better grasp of both the Bedirhani family and of Ottoman Syria as an
Ottoman-Kurdish space. Bedri Paga was one of the older sons of Emir
Bedirhan. His senior position within the family enabled him to claim
the leadership over the Bedirhani household in Syria after his father and
several of his older brothers had passed away over the second half of the
19th century. His Ottoman sicill-i ahval introduces him as Ahmed Bedri,
born in 1264 H [1847/48] in the town of Cizre in Kurdistan.’!3 He was
thus born in eventful times, in the very year his father was fighting the
Ottoman army and was eventually defeated, brought to Istanbul and
exiled from there to the island of Crete. Bedri Pagsa would have retained
no personal memory of his family’s homeland, which he left as an
infant. He was one of the older children, possibly the oldest son of his
mother Rewsen, one of the wives of Emir Bedirhan.’'* In some sources,
his mother is said to have been of Yezidi origins.’!> Bedri Paga spent his
childhood on the island of Crete and was educated there by private
tutors. In addition to his Kurdish mother tongue, he was taught not only

the standard canon of Ottoman Turkish, Persian and Arabic, but became

*12 Malmisanij [Mehmet Tayfun], Cizira Botanl, pp. 116-117.

°3 See BOA, DH.SAID. 2.448.

>1* His younger full brothers include Emin Ali (*1851) and Murad Remzi Bedirhan
(*1855).

>1> Malmisanij [Mehmet Tayfun], Cizira Botanl, p. 116 refers to her as being of the Yezidi
tribe of the Ankosi, citing the memoirs of Mehmed Salih for this information. For a
possible interpretation of this descent, see chapter 2.

186



fluent in Greek as well.>1® In 1871, at the age of twenty-four, Bedri Paga
landed his first job in the Ottoman administration and was sent to a
village in the Syrian district of the Hawran.’!” His appointment was part
of a larger strategy and personnel policy of the vali of Syria Mehmed
Resid Paga, who relied on administrators of Kurdish descent in the more
troublesome districts of Hama, Hawran and Nablus to break the power
of local Druze and Bedouin leaders. He hoped that Kurdish officials
would be able to bond with and in turn mobilize local Kurds as armed
irregulars to police the unruly areas.’'® From its early beginnings, Bedri
Paga’s career in the imperial administration was closely tied to the
province of Syria: He spent some time in the municipal administration
of Damascus before he was appointed as district governor (kaymakam) of
Hisn al-Akrad, again in the Hawran region, in 1875.51? Bedri Paga then
participated in the preparations for the war against Russia in 1877/78,
gathering Kurdish volunteers from Syria. Ultimately, he did not lead
these volunteers in battle himself, but handed them over to the
command of a certain Mustafa Aga.m After the war, when some his
brothers were accused of planning an uprising in Kurdistan, he also
found himself under suspicion and was put under state surveillance in
Damascus.’*! Soon, however, Bedri Paga was back on track and on good

terms with his Ottoman superiors: He made a name for himself and

*16 BOA, DH.SAID. 2.448.

17 BOA, DH.SAID. 2.448, the village is called Gidar (Us3=) in the sources. Bedri Paga, who
had no prior experience in administrative work, received an exceptionally high salary of
3.000 kurus.

518 Hudson, Transforming Damascus, p. 25. From the 1880s onwards, the Ottoman army
relied on Kurdish zaptiye (gendarmes) to keep the Druze in the Hawran in check — these
contingents were accused of ill-treatment and humiliations by the locals, Oppenheim, Vom
Mittelmeer zum Persischen Golf, vol. 1, pp. 173-177. Following the expedition against the
Druze in 1896, the new kaymakam of the Druze Mountain, a certain Mahmud Bey Bozo,
was of Kurdish descent, see AAA Libanon (Syrien) R 14023 Bd. 2, Nr. 31, Konsulat Beirut
(Konsul Schroeder) an den Reichskanzler, dated February 19, 1896.

1 BOA, DH.SAID. 2.448, Hisn al-Akrad is equivalent with Qal‘at al-Husn, referred to also
as Crac des Chevaliers in European sources.

20 Malmisanij, Cizira Botanl, p. 116, speaks of three thousand volunteers recruited by
Bedri Paga.

21 Malmisanij, Cizira Botanli, p. 116.
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received praise when he presided over a tribunal in the Hawran district
in 1879. Immediately afterwards, in 1880, he was appointed as district
governor (kaymakam) of al-Quneitra in the south west of the province of
Syria. In the following year, he received another appointment as district
governor (kaymakam), this time to Safed in the Galilee. He held this

position until 1882.%%2

By the early 1880s, Bedir Paga had thus already some professional
experience in the province of Syria, being familiar with several regional
centers and local players. From December 1887 to April 1889, his career
advanced significantly after he was appointed as governor (mutasarrifj of
the Hawran district for the first time.”?* He was reappointed to the same
position in August 1894. In January 1896, Bedri Paga was transferred as
mutasarrif to the city of Hama, and in July 1897, he was transferred
again, this time to the same position in the city of Tripolis (Syria).’** In
1900, following more than a decade of service and growing influence in
the Syrian provincial administration, he moved from Damascus to
Istanbul and became a member of the Council of State (sura-y1 devlet)
there. Some persuasion was apparently necessary to convince Bedri Paga
to depart from Syria — where, after numerous complaints from locals
from all over the province, he had become increasingly untenable. In
Istanbul, his salary was increased to 10.000 kurus and he also received a
promotion.>?> Even after his departure from Ottoman Syria, Bedri Pasa
remained part of network of his long-term patron Abu’l-Huda as-Sayyadi
and continued to share the latter’s political positions. In Istanbul, sheikh
Abu’l-Huda was particularly close to the grand vizier Mehmed Kamil

Paga, whom he knew well from the latter’s time in office as vali of

S22 BOA, DH.SAID. 2.448 for details on the appointments.

53 See Salname-yi vilayet-i siiriye, def'a 27, 1311 (1894), pp. 83-84.

52 Eich, Abii I-Huda as-Sayyadi, p. 208 and BOA, DH.SAID. 2.448 for the precise dates.
325 BOA, DH.SAID. 2.448 for details.
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Aleppo from 1877 to 1879.°2® During Mehmed Kamil Pasa’s term in
office as grand vizier between 1885 and 1891, Bedri Paga and his circle
of supporters fared notably well. In January 1904, there was talk of
sending Bedri Paga to Kabul to present a high Ottoman decoration to the
Amir of Afghanistan and further a rapprochement between the Ottoman
sultan and his Afghan counterpart. This diplomatic move made sense in
the framework of Sultan Abdulhamid II’s pan-Islamist foreign politics
and the emphasis of the sultan’s role as caliph and thus spiritual leader
of the global Muslim community. This type of pan-Islamist policy was
prominently supported and co-designed by sheikh Abu’l-Huda, who
chose Bedri Paga as a trusted member of his own network to put it into

practice.>?’

The murder of the prefect Ridvan Pasa in the spring of 1906 constituted
a decisive breaking point in the relations between the Ottoman state and
the Bedirhani family. Not all family members were directly involved in
the events, but all of them felt repercussions. Bedri Paga Bedirhan
received relatively lenient treatment. He was not among those family
members brought to trial in Tripolis (Libya), but he was dismissed from
his position in the Council of State and exiled from Istanbul to the island
of Rhodes. He was allowed to return to Istanbul after the Constitutional
Revolution of 1908, where he did not hold any office again, but
continued to receive a regular salary until at least 1911.528 On the eve of

the First World War, Bedri Pasa passed away.

5% Tahsin Paga, Tahsin Pasa’min Yidiz Hatiralan. Sultan Abdiilhamid (Istanbul: Bogazici
Yayinlari, 1990), p. 184. On Mehmed Kamil Paga (1832-1913), see Kuneralp, Erkdn ve ricali,
p.- 13.

%77 See FO 78/5329, report from the British consul Nicholas O’Conor in Constantinople to
the Marquess of Lansdowne, dated January 25, 1904.

328 BOA, DH.SAID. 2.448.
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3.3.3. Bedri Pasa’s Household and Family Network

Bedri Paga is said to have had two sons, Hamdi and Ahmed Rufa‘i, as
well as one daughter, Samiye.>?° Bedri Pasa himself claimed in 1891 that
the immediate household of dependents he had to take care of in
Damascus alone consisted of twenty-three individuals.?3° In addition, he
also looked after the members of his extended network, as favors he was
able to grant were an investment into his own local power and influence.
This extended network of clients, some of them family members, would
have been considerably larger than the family household, comprising of
several hundred individuals. Some of the members of the household of
Bedri Paga in Damascus make an appearance in Mehmed Salih
Bedirhan’s memoirs: Bedri Pagsa had been married, but his wife, the
mother of his daughter Samiye, had passed away in the late 1880s. He
then lived with his concubine Serfiraz, who gave birth to a son, Ahmed
Rufa‘i, in 1890.%3! Other members of Bedri Paga’s household included
his personal secretary Remzi Efendi, the son of Bedri Paga’s childhood
tutor and long-standing servant of the Bedirhani family Haa Siileyman
who had already been living with the Bedirhani family before they were
exiled from Eastern Anatolia in 1847. After Hacl Siilleyman’s death,
Bedri Paga took care of the deceased’s family. He paid for Remzi’s
education and also for him to get married to a woman of Circassian

descent from Amman.?3?

52 Malmisanij [Mehmet Tayfun], Cizira Botanli, pp. 81 and 116 for a family tree. Of Bedri
Paga’s children, his daughter Samiye has gotten most of the attention in later
historiography, as she is the mother of Rewsen Bedirhan and mother-in-law of Celadet
Bedirhan, a prominent figure in the Kurdish independence movement in the inter-war
period.

>0 See BOA, $D. 2579.22 ek 2, 01.06.1307 M (August 13, 1891), telegram addressed to the
mabeyn-i hiimayun, signed by Bedri Paga. He uses the expression “23 niifas ‘iyalim.”

31 Uzun & Bedir-Han, Defter-i A’'mahm, p. 57.

532 Uzun & Bedir-Han, Defter-i A’'mahm, p. 66.
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Bedri Paga made ample use of his connections within the Ottoman
provincial administration of Syria to secure positions and favors for
members of his own family. While he served as governor in several
districts of the province of Syria, he managed to get a number of family
members appointed to posts within the lower ranks of the local
administration. Doing so allowed him on the one hand to strengthen
and extend his influence throughout the province, as family and
household members could be expected to remain loyal to him
personally. On the other hand, positions in the administration were also
given out to ensure the commitment and ongoing loyalty of members of
his own network of patronage. An example for this second strategy is
provided by the career of Tahir Bey, a nephew of Bedri Paga’s: Tahir Bey
was the son of izzeddin Sir, the relative who had betrayed Emir
Bedirhan to the Ottomans in 1847 and had then briefly ruled over the
area of Cizre in the 1850s. As a consequence of their betrayal, izzeddin
Sir and his descendants had been shunned by the rest of the Bedirhani
family. Bedri Paga, however, attempted a reconciliation in the 1880s: He
arranged for Tahir Bey to marry into the main line of the Bedirhani

family,>*?

and also urged him to come to the province of Syria, where a
position in the provincial administration was found for him. Bedri Paga
was able to get Tahir Bey appointed as district governor (kaymakam) of
‘Aglun in 1882.>%* Tahir Bey continued his career in the Syrian
provincial administration, holding the position of district governor in al-
Quneitra around 1890 and being subsequently appointed as district

governor in Dar‘a.>*® Through these kind of network politics, Bedri Pasa

533 Tahir Bey got married to Bedri Pasa’s sister Nefise Bedirhan. When she died not long
after the wedding, Bedri Paga also arranged a second marriage for Tahir Bey, this time with
a woman named Rukiye from a family that was already related by marriage to the
Bedirhani family. Uzun & Bedir-Han, Defter-i A’'malm, p. 60.

>3 The kaymakam resided in the small town of irbid. In 1882, not too much comfort could
be expected, the government building (saray) was only erected in 1884, see Vital Cuinet,
Syrie, Liban et Palestine. Geographie Administrative (Paris: Ernest Leroux, 1901), p. 488.

5% Tahir Bey died while holding this office in the early 1890s, Uzun & Bedir-Han, Defer-i
A’malim, pp. 59-60 and 67.
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not only ingratiated relatives to himself and invested into their future
support and loyalty. Simultaneously, he secured access for himself to the
internal flow of information within the Ottoman administration, as his
family network provided him with reliable informants in several places
throughout the province of Syria. Another strategy to expand and
strengthen the family network Bedri Paga made ample use of were
marriage politics, as the examples of Tahir Bey and also of his son-in-law

Mehmed Salih Bey illustrate.

In spite of his skillful network politics, Bedri Paga was not unanimously
supported in the Bedirhani family. Some of his relatives, most of them
from outside of Ottoman Syria, at times opposed Bedri Paga and his
politics. Rivalry and tension occurred in particular with other senior
family members, notably his brothers, who competed with him for
authority and access to economic as well as symbolic resources within
the family. An example worth mentioning is the tension that existed
between Bedri Paga and a faction of family members around his brother
Ali Samil Paga Bedirhan operating from Istanbul in the 1890s. Other
conflicts revolved around the distribution of the Ottoman state allowance
family members received in exchange for the property the state had
confiscated from them in 1847. As it has been mentioned above, Bedri
Paga was able to mobilize members of his household to speak up in his

favor and to forward claims that served his personal interests.>3¢

Bedri Paga was also not too fond of his brother Ali Paga, who had
embarked on a career in the Ottoman military. By the turn of the
century, Ali Paga Bedirhan was a commander in the police forces in
Jerusalem, that is in what Bedri Paga regarded as his wider sphere of
influence in Ottoman Syria. The two brothers did not get along well:

Mehmed Salih mentioned in his memoirs that in the early 1890s, Ali

5% See the previous section on the family’s maas for details.
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Paga had offered to pay for his studies, giving him an opportunity to
dissociate himself from the network of Bedri Paga. This seems to
indicate that the two brothers were competing for influence in Ottoman
Syria and that Ali Paga was, unlike other members of the family in the
same area, unwilling to accept Bedri Paga’s as his superior. Bedri Paga
fought back in what was to become a prolonged confrontation: In the
summer of 1901, by then a fairly influential figure in the Ottoman
capital and a member of the Ottoman Council of State (sura-y1 devlet),
Bedri Paga addressed a detailed complaint about Ali Paga to the latter’s
employer, the serasker.>®” In this correspondence, Bedri Pasa let on that
his brother Ali Paga was uneducated and uncouth, owing his relatively
high position in the military administration solely to the grace of the
sovereign. Without giving too much evidence or detail, Bedri Pasa
continued to blame Ali Paga for all kinds of evil deeds and ill-mannered
behavior which was, in Bedri Paga’s own words, unworthy of the sacred
duty of a member of the military. Claiming to speak in the name of the
rest of his family,”*® he distanced himself from his brother, expressing
fears that Ali Paga’s behavior might stain the reputation of the entire
family.>*° It is possible that Bedri Pasa was reacting to or hoping to
reverse a recent promotion Ali Paga had obtained: He had been
appointed as commander of the Ottoman police battalion in Jerusalem

only weeks prior to Bedri Pasa’s intervention.>*°

7 BOA, Y.MTV. 217.59, telegram by Bedri Paga Bedirhan to the serasker, dating from 07
Ra 1319 H (June 24, 1901).

>% That Bedri Pasa was able to do so is not at least an indication of his senior position
within the family, albeit contested by his brother Ali Paga.

% BOA, Y.MTV. 217.59, telegram by Bedri Pasa Bedirhan, dating from 07 Ra 1319 H
(June 24, 1901). An identical telegram was also sent to the Ottoman grand vizier, this time
signed by Bedri Pasa and his brother [Murat] Remzi Bey, BOA, Y.A.-HUS. 417.24, ek 6, 06
Ra 1319 H (June 23, 1901).

>0 BOA, BEO. 125150, report dated 15 S 1319 H (June 3, 1901), dating exactly three weeks
prior to Bedri Paga’s telegram. Bedir Paga’s blackmailing of his brother, however, did not
bear fruit, as Ali Paga was still in office during the following year and even received a
distinction for his services, see BOA, 1. TAL. 277.1320, report dated 23 M 1320 H (May 2,
1902).
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3.3.4. Bedri Pasa’s Network and Networking Strategies

It has already been mentioned that Bedri Paga Bedirhan likely had close
ties into circles of the Nakgbandiya-Halidiya Sufi order in the province of
Syria and beyond. He was related by marriage to Abu’l-Huda as-Sayyadi,
a key figure in Ottoman Syria with considerable influence in the Yildiz
Palace in Istanbul. A second important pillar of Bedri Paga’s personal
network was Osman Nuri Pa§a,541 who served as vali of the province of
Syria several times in the late 19" century and saw to it that Bedri Pasa
found suitable employment in the administration during his terms in
office. In exchange for favors he received from Osman Nuri Paga, Bedri
Pasa had to pay bribes.>*? Connections to sheikh Abu’l-Huda and
Osman Nuri Paga opened doors for Bedri Paga, but also restricted his
opportunities on other occasions: Sheikh Abu’l-Huda was competing
with Izzet Paga al-'Abid (1851-1924) for influence throughout Ottoman
Syria. Thus, when a protégé of Izzet Paga’s, Hiiseyin Nazim Paga (1854—
1927),°*3 was appointed as vali of Syria in July 1897, Bedri Pasa was
promptly removed from the scene. He was transferred from his post in
Hama to the district of Tripolis, located in the neighboring province of
Beirut and thus not under the jurisdiction of Hiiseyin Nazim Paga.’**
His superiors apparently attempted to sweeten the relocation and ensure

Bedri Pasa’s goodwill by bestowing him with a decoration.>*

> A British report from 1896 calls Bedri Paga Osman Nuri’s “medium,” see FO 195/1940,
report dated January 9, 1896.

2 See for example reports by the German consul in Beirut, Archiv des Auswirtigen
Amtes, Libanon R 14023 Bd. 2, Nr. 31, dated February 19, 1896 and also Khoury, Urban
Notables, p. 48.

>3 For his career, see Kuneralp, Erkdn ve ricali, p. 81. The connection to Izzet Pasa is
explored by Max L. Gross, Ottoman Rule in the Province of Damascus, 1860 — 1909, 2 vols.
Diss. Georgetown Univ, 1979, vol. 1, p. 471.

> See BOA, DH.SAID. 2.448, the sicill-i ahval record makes explicit mention of “conflict”
(miibayenet) between Bedri Paga and the vali as the reason for Bedri Paga’s removal from
Hama.

% Bedri Paga received the Ottoman Mecidiye order, 1% class, DH.SAID. 2.448.
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When Bedri Paga was dismissed as district governor (kaymakam) of
Tripolis, his successor Abdiilgani Bey was a nephew of izzet Paga. Bedri
Paga’s ensuing transfer from Ottoman Syria to Istanbul can thus also be
read as a loss of power and influence of his patron sheikh Abu’l-Huda in
Syria, which also affected the latter’s network and protégés.>*® While
there seems to have been ample reason for removing Bedri Paga from
Tripolis, with a number of locals complaining about his administration
and in particular about him blackmailing a local Christian family to
extort money,>* his successor Abdiilgani Bey did not fare much better if

the reports of the British representative are any indication.’*®

Being part of the urban elite of Damascus, Bedri Paga was in contact
with leaders of virtually all of the prominent families in the region.
Examples include the Barazi and Kaylani families, both of them families
of landowners from Hama.>* Some of his contacts in Ottoman
Damascus were later activated by members of the next generation of his
family after the First World War and during the ensuing French

mandate.

> See Eich, Abai I-Huda as-Sayyadr, p. 189. Eich points out a similar incident which was
almost contemporary to Bedri Paga’s removal from Tripolis: Enis Paga, vali of Aleppo and
himself also a protégé of sheikh Abu’l-Huda, was replaced in 1902 by Mecid Bey, another
man from the network of izzet Pasa.

%7 For these accusations, see FO 195/2097, report dated February 15, 1901.

8 FO 195/2097, report dated September 11, 1901, commenting on Abdiilgani’s
involvement in illegal activities and contraband.

¥ Connections between the Bedirhani and the Kaylani family related both to business and
to personal affairs: Sa‘id al-Kaylani was involved in the same commission to appease (and
economically exploit) the Hawran region that Bedri Paga was also a part of, and Nazire, a
daughter of the al-Kaylani family was married to Halil Bey Bedirhan. See Schibler,
Drusenbergland, p. 151, and James A. Reilly, A Small Town in Syria. Ottoman Hama in the
18" and 19" centuries (Oxford: Lang, 2002), pp. 25-30. Unlike the Bedirhanis, both families
remained of economic and political importance in the region until they were sidelined by
the Ba‘ath regime in the 1960s, Raphael Lefevre, Ashes of Hama. The Muslim Brotherhood in
Syria (London: Hurst & Co., 2013), p. 57.
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3.3.5. Bedri Pasa’s Involvement in the Hawran Region

Rural-urban ties have long been a particular point of interest in the study
of Ottoman provincial history.>>° It has been argued that influence over
resources in the hinterland of Ottoman-Syrian city centers like
Damascus was a key resource for urban notables in their struggles for
political and economic power.”>! Bedri Pasa Bedirhan’s activities in
Ottoman Syria can be read in this context, against the dynamics of
relations between urban and rural settings: One of the key impulses in
parts of the Syrian provincial administration over the late 19™ century
was the competition for newly accessible economic resources. The
Hawran area, which played a prominent role in Bedri Pasa’s career, was
opened up to external influences and - crucially — to economic
investment over the late 19" century. The local population, highly
suspicious of state-sponsored centralization, could not avoid to come
increasingly into contact with Ottoman state institutions. Dealing with
the claims and demands of the local population became a source of
income in itself for members of the state bureaucracy like Bedri Paga.
Members of the provincial administration expected to benefit from the

newly accessible resources and potential local clients.

Ottoman centralization of the Hawran region met with fierce local
resistance, notably from the Druze population.”®> The Druze were

opposed to paying taxes and doing military service in the Ottoman army

>0 For Syria, see for instance Antoine Abdel-Nour, Introduction & Ihistoire urbaine de la
Syrie ottomane (XVIe-XVIIIe siécle) (Beirut: Lebanese University, 1982).

1 The argument has been made relying on evidence from the 18 and early 19 centuries
by Brigitte Marino, Le faubourg du Midan a Damas & Vépoque ottomane: espace urbaine,
société et habitat (1742-1830) (Damascus: Institut Frangais de Damas, 1997), pp. 15-19. See
also Beshara Doumani, Rediscovering Palestine: Merchants and Peasants in Jabal Nablus,
1700-1900 (Berkeley: Univ. of California Press, 1995), who comes to a similar conclusion
in a case study on the city of Nablus, pp. 1-5 and 152-155.

%2 Birgit Schibler, Aufstinde im Drusenbergland. Ethnizitdt und Integration einer lindlichen
Gesellschaft Syriens vom Osmanischen Reich bis zur staatlichen Unabhdngigkeit (Gotha:
Perthes, 1996).
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and resorted to disobedience, rebellion and guerrilla warfare. Playing to
the Druzes’ advantage against an Ottoman army - which by far
outnumbered them - was the inaccessibility of the rough, jagged
territory of the Hawran region. It was well suited for guerrilla warfare,
which repeatedly allowed the Druze to resist and withdraw from
Ottoman inroads well into the early 20" century.’>> An important
instrument of centralization of the Hawran region was the construction
of railroads. In 1894, a railway connection from Beirut via Damascus to
the Hawran was inaugurated, also opening up new opportunities for the

economic exploitation of the area.>>*

Bedri Paga was not alone in realizing the potential of the newly
accessible regions in Ottoman Syria and the Hawran in particular. It is
interesting to note that another client of Bedri Paga’s patron sheikh
Abu’l-Huda, the Damascene notable Ahmed Refik Paga Sam‘azade, also
held the position of governor of the Hawran district.>> It appears that
influence over the Hawran region was coveted by members of rivaling
networks, with clients of sheikh Abu’l-Huda on the one hand and
followers of Izzet Pasa al-‘Abid on the other hand. Izzet Pasa was a
member of a commission created by the Ottoman government to
facilitate a reconciliation between Druze and Muslim inhabitants of the
Hawran region after the massacre of Kerak in 1881. Hiiseyin Fevzi Pasa,

miisir of the 5t

army in Damascus, presided over the commission. Both
him and Izzet Pasa profited financially from their leading role in this
body: Leaders of the Druze community payed bribes in exchange for

exemption from persecution and punishment for those Druze fighters

>3 See MAE-Paris, 166 PO/E Ambassade de Constantinople, Situation Intérieur 1903-
1913: “Troubles dans 'Empire: troubles du Hauran,” report dated September 14, 1910.

>* Philipp K. Hitti, Syria. A Short History (London: Macmillan, 1959), p. 233.

555 For the connection between Ahmed Refik Pasa Sam‘azade and sheikh Abwl-Huda’s
network, see FO 195/1940, report dated December 1, 1896 and FO 195/2075, report dated
June 19, 1900. Thomas Eich, on the other hand, is skeptical about the relevance of this
connection, arguing that both men probably never even met personally and only shared a
common enemy, {zzet Paga, see Eich, Abii I-Huda as-Sayyadi, pp. 199-200.
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who had been involved in the violence against the local Muslim

population.>>®

The archival evidence at hand strongly suggests that Bedri Paga actively
schemed to obtain the lucrative position of district governor (mutasarrif)
in the Hawran district. Shortly after a certain Behram Paga was
appointed as governor of the Hawran in 1888, the Ottoman authorities
received serious complaints about his administration and skills, in
which Behram Paga was accused of general malpractice and
corruption.>®” Not incidentally, the whistle-blower was Mahmud Izzet
Bey Bedirhan, a cousin of Bedri Pa§a’s.558 The scheme succeeded, and
Bedri Paga was appointed as Behram Paga’s successor. His prime,
however, did not last long. In the spring of 1889, Bedri Paga was already
dismissed as governor of the Hawran when the civilian and military
government of the district were merged, henceforth to be exercised by a
representative of the military administration only. Memduh Paga, who
had previously been the military commander in the Hawran under the
administration of Bedri Paga, was appointed to the post and Bedri Paga
found himself unemployed. He perceived this as greatly unfair and
petitioned against the decision over the following years.>>® The events
also laid the foundation for an ongoing personal enmity between Bedri

Pasa and his successor and former colleague Memduh Paga.>®

In confronting his rival, Bedri Paga fell back on well-tried measures:

Similar to his course of action against his predecessor Behram Paga, he

5% MAE-Paris, CPC Consulat Damas, vol. 12, reports nr. 15, dated March 8, 1881, nr. 16,
dated March 15, 1881, and nr. 19, dated March 26, 1881.

7 BOA, DH.MKT. 1493.49, the Ottoman choice of words here is “sti-y1 ahval ve
irtikabindan {(...) ikayet.”

8 BOA, DH.MKT. 1493.49, Mahmud Izzet Bey was the father of Mehmed Salih, who was
to become the son-in-law of Bedri Paga in 1890/91.

> See BOA, $D. 2579.22 ek 2, 01 Agustos 1307 M (August 13, 1891) and also BOA, I.DH.
1142.89107, 06 Za 1306 H (July 5, 1889).

50 Uzun & Bedir-Han, Defter-i A'malm, pp. 60-61.
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attempted to mobilize his personal network against Memduh Paga. The
success, however, was mixed this time: While Mahmud Izzet Bey
Bedirhan showed his support, composing mocking poetry about
Memduh Paga, other members of Bedri Paga’s patronage network were
quick in switching their alliances. Tahir Bey Bedirhan stands out as
someone who, even though having greatly benefited from Bedri Paga’s
support and mediation in the past, quickly ingratiated himself with the
new administration under Memduh Paga.’®! Unlike his earlier intrigue
against Behram Paga, Bedri Paga’s attempts to have Memduh Pasa
removed were ultimately not successful. While Bedri Paga was out of
work and unable to secure a new position for himself over the following
months, Memduh Paga remained in office as governor and military
commander of the Hawran until the summer of 1892. After Osman Nuri
Paga had been transferred to Yemen early in 1892, his successor as vali
of Damascus was Mehmed Serif Ra’uf Pasa.’®? In short order, Memduh
Pagsa was relocated to a position in the Balkans because of personal
tensions between him and the new vali.>®* Two things can be deduced
from Memduh Paga’s trajectory which are of interest with regards to the
history of the Bedirhani family: First, even though Bedri Paga Bedirhan
worked actively against him, Memduh Paga was able to hold on to his
post throughout the term in office of Osman Nuri Paga as vali of
Damascus. Bedri Paga was part of Osman Nuri Paga’s network and
otherwise enjoyed his support and patronage. That he was still not able
to have Memduh Paga removed either indicates that Memduh Paga
himself also cultivated good relations to the vali, or that Osman Nuri
Paga’s influence over the military branch of the provincial
administration was rather weak. Second, Osman Nuri Paga’s successor
as vali in Damascus quickly had Memduh Paga removed from the scene

— but did not care to restore Bedri Paga to his old position. This indicates

51 Uzun & Bedir-Han, Defter-i A'mahm, p. 60.
%2 Gross, Ottoman Rule, vol. 1, pp. 423-424.
%3 BOA, Y.PRK.BSK. 25.65, 20 $ 1309 H (March 20, 1892).
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that instead of a mere dichotomy between sheikh Abuw’l-Huda and Izzet
Pasa al-‘Abid, multiple networks of Ottoman-Syrian bureaucrats were at

play, each of them complex in itself and shifting over time.

Meanwhile, Bedri and Memduh Paga were to meet again: After a brief
stint in the Balkans, Memduh Pasa returned as governor and military
commander to the Hawran district in 1894.°°* Soon afterwards, he was
joined there by his old nemesis Bedri Paga, to whom he had to hand over
the civilian administration, as it had been decided to return to the
previous arrangement of a separation between the offices of civil
governor and military commander.>® Both Bedri and Memduh Pasa
returned to the Hawran shortly after Mehmed Serif Ra’uf Paga was
succeeded by Osman Nuri Pasa as vali in Damascus again in 1894.56
These circumstances lend additional support to the hypothesis that both
Bedri and Memduh Paga were in fact part of the same patronage

network of Osman Nuri Paga.

The continued rivalry between Memduh and Bedri Paga was part of a
broader confrontation between branches of the civilian and military
administration, both of which were competing for influence and control
over resources in the Hawran. The vali Osman Nuri Paga confronted the
Ottoman military in the Hawran, led by miigir Omer Riisdii Pasa in
1895/96.°%7 At that time, the latest military expedition against the Druze
in the Hawran had been successful to the extent that Druze leaders were
willing to give up their arms, to surrender to the Ottoman officers and,

crucially, to pay their tax arrears. These payments, made in exchange for

%+ BOA, 1.HUS. 22.1311, 13 N 1311 H (March 21, 1894).

565 According to BOA, DH.SAID. 2.448, Bedri Paga was appointed as governor (mutasarrif)
of the Hawran for the second time in August 1894.

%% Gross, Ottoman Rule, vol. 1, p. 425. Uzun & Bedir-Han, Defier-i A’malum, p. 79 indicates
that Mehmed Serif Ra’uf lost his position following an intervention of sheikh Abu’l-Huda.
%7 Omer Riigdii Pasa Mekkelioglu (1843-1922), born in Kiitahya, graduated from the
Harbiye in 1866, see Ibrahim Alaettin Gévsa, Tiirk Meshurlar Ansiklopedisi (Istanbul:
Yedigiin Negriyati, 1946), p. 53.
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security of their lives and belongings, were in large parts kept by the
military officials and not transferred to the civilian administration of the
province. In other words, while the Ottoman military mission was
successfully extracting money from the Druze, the vali Osman Nuri Paga
in Damascus was seeing none of it, having no access to a considerable
source of unofficial income.’®® Read against the backdrop of these
confrontations, Bedri Paga had a viable, very concrete interest in
opposing the military administration in the Hawran and throwing in his
lot with Osman Nuri Paga — access to sizeable financial resources was at
stake. The ongoing tension between the «civil and military
administrations in Ottoman Syria was mirrored in the administration of
the Hawran district, where civil and military officials competed over
administrative power and access to payments from the local Druze.
Bedri Pasa took part in the expedition against the Druze in 1895/96:
There had been some back-and-forth between Muslim and Druze
villagers, which culminated in a Druze siege of the Muslim village of al-
Harak (4,al) and the destruction of the local mosque. Bedri Paga
personally arrived to the scene with troops, but was forced into retreat by
the Druze. His horse was shot to death and he himself only narrowly

escaped being seriously harmed.>®’

The Druze uprisings in the Hawran re-erupted in the summer of 1896,
likely because the Ottoman commission, which included Bedri Paga’s
successor as governor of the Hawran, Husrev Paga, and had been put in
place to further appease the region, had pushed too hard and demanded
so much extortion money that a return to the revolt appeared as the

better option to the Druze leaders.”’® In view of these developments, the

%8 FO 195/1940, report dated January 9, 1896 for a summary of the situation.

%% Oppenheim, Vom Mittelmeer zum Persischen Golf, vol. 1, pp. 173-177.

570 FO 195/1940, reports dated February 24, 1896 and June 19, 1896. In addition, the Druze
were revolting against attempts to introduce conscription into the area at the time, see
Narcisse Bouron, Les Druses. Histoire du Liban et de la Montagne Haouranaise (Paris: Berger-
Levrault, 1930), p. 215
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removal of Bedri Paga from the Hawran can be regarded as a failure
from the perspective of the Ottoman state. By the end of the summer of
1896, the vali Osman Nuri Paga was not only faced with a Hawran
region re-descending into chaos and violence, he had also made a new
enemy: By 1896, Osman Nuri Paga had de facto taken over the military
administration and the command of the 5% army in the province of Syria
alongside his regular duties as vali. In June 1896, however, Tahir Paga
arrived from Istanbul and without further notice assumed the command
of the 5™ army for himself, thus considerably weakening the position of

571

Osman Nuri Paga in Damascus.”’! Shortly afterwards, Osman Nuri Paga

was recalled from his position as vali>’?

and replaced by Hasan Refik
Pasa, who had practically no expertise in the region.’’*> The attempts to
establish greater military control and presence in the Druze Mountain
continued into the early 20" century. In 1899, workers dispatched to
construct military barracks in as-Suwayda’ had to work under police
protection, as the Druze were firmly opposed to the construction
works.’”* Local revolts continued until 1909, when CUP representative
Sami Pasa (al-Faruki, 1861-1911) turned to organized warfare, vowing to
systematically devastate valley after valley and village after village until

the Druze were defeated.””?

3.3.6. Bedri Pasa’s Economic Activities in the Hawran

Bedri Paga used his network and influence to obtain landed property in
the province of Syria. He came to own several villages in the Hawran
district, an area of which he had been governor of twice. His interest in

landed property reflects the increasing value of agricultural land, as

71 FO 195/1940, report dated June 25, 1896.
72 FO 195/1940, report dated June 30, 1896.
573 Gross, Ottoman Rule, vol. 1, p. 458.

57* Bouron, Les Druses, p. 216.

575 Bouron, Les Druses, pp. 216-218.
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Ottoman Syria was incorporated into the world market over the 19t
century. Large parts of the province of Hawran had previously remained
marginal to these processes, as access was difficult and the local
population uncooperative and opposed to direct Ottoman rule. This,
however, changed with a number of military expeditions against the
local Druze populations from the 1870s onwards. Bedri Paga was thus
among the first non-natives to lay claim to the newly accessible
agricultural lands, keenly aware of their value for the export of grain and

other agricultural produce.

Among the land ownings registered in Bedri Paga’s name was a village
referred to as al-Harra (3,a))) in the Ottoman sources. As al-Harra was

situated in the municipality of Gidir,*”®

the very place of Bedri Paga’s
first assignment in the Ottoman provincial administration of Syria in
1871, it seems fair to assume that his interest and involvement in the
region went back to the very early days of his career. As the area of Gidiar
belonged to the district (kaza) of al-Quneitra, Bedri Paga would have
been able to maintain and extend his influence there during his stay as
district governor (kaymakam) of al-Quneitra between 1880 and 1882 as

)577

well. Hirbat al-Harra (which still exists today)’/ was situated to the west

of the Golan heights, less than forty kilometers south of the city of Dar‘a.

In the late 19" century, al-Harra was inhabited by Muslim peasant
families. Conditions for agriculture and in particular the breeding of
cattle were favorable, with abundant water supply, fertile soil and
extensive pasture lands. Situated on the slopes of an extinct volcano, al-
Harra was widely visible from its surroundings. Because of the elevation,

the climate was rather cool, with snow falling regularly during the winter

76 BOA, DH.MKT. 2522.23, 28 R 1319 H (August 14, 1901).

%77 The small town with slightly more than 17.000 inhabitants (as of 2004) has its own
entry in the English wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Al-Harra,_Syria, last accessed
June 24, 2015.
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months. From January 1894 onwards, a train line connected Damascus

78

to Muzayrib (<), facilitating the area’s economic integration®’® and

an exploitation of the surplus production in the Hawran region by

579

Damascene notables.”’” This newly established train line also connected

Damascus to the small town of al-Qunaiya (&l)), from where al-Harra

could be reached after a three-hour journey on horseback.>®

In 1897, the village of al-Harra consisted of 126 stone houses and was
inhabited by around five hundred people. All of the inhabitants were
Muslims, except for a Christian merchant from Damascus, who had
opened a store in the village.’®' Bedri Paga had originally controlled the
entire village, which was accorded to him as a tax farm. The land of the
village was, like most land in Ottoman Syria, initially registered as state-
owned land (miri). The right to exploit the land’s surplus (tasarruf) was
auctioned off, in exchange for taxes and other fees the new owner had to
pay to the government. This, however, was where Bedri Paga got into
trouble: He and his local representative Halil Bey failed to transfer the
tax payments to the Ottoman capital in due time. To meet the Ottoman
authorities’ demands for tax arrears, Bedri Paga was compelled to sell
half of his property in al-Harra to Selim Feric (al-Freige) from Beirut.’%?

The new owner, a Christian merchant and broker who was employed as

578 In addition, these infrastructural changes facilitated military involvement and thus state
control over the Hawran region: In 1896, in the midst of a rebellion of the local Druze
community, 30.000 Ottoman soldiers were brought into the Hawran by train, Oppenheim,
Vom Mittelmeer zum Persischen Golf, vol. 1, pp. 177-181.

57 Oppenheim, Vom Mittelmeer zum Persischen Golf, vol. 1, pp. 21-23. Oppenheim notes,
however, that at the time of his visit in the area, camels were still preferred as means of
transportation for harvested grain, as they were much cheaper than train transportation.

80 Gottlieb Schumacher, “Notes from Jedtir.” In: Quarterly Statement — Palestine
Exploration Fund (1897), pp. 190-195.

%81 Schumacher, “Notes from Jeddr,” pp. 190-195.

%82 The new owner Selim Feric (al-Freige) is mentioned both by Schumacher, “Notes from
Jeddr,” pp. 190-195 and by Mehmed Salih Bedirhan, see Uzun & Bedir-Han, Defter-i
A'malhm, p. 69.

204



an interpreter (terciiman) at the Austrian embassy in Beirut,*®? left local
affairs in the village in the hands of his agent Yusuf Efendi Mansur
Hatim.’®* The remaining half of the village al-Harra was registered in
Bedri Paga’s name, along with another village in the Hawran region,
transcribed variably as “Ketibe” or “Kiteybi” in the memoirs of Bedri
Pasa’s son-in-law.>® This second village is more difficult to identify and
locate than al-Harra, and it does not seem to exist anymore. The
Baedeker guide to Syria of 1880 mentions a village by the name of Ktebe
(a name which exhibits the same Arabic root paradigm, k — t — b, which
also underlies Ketibe |/ Kiteybi) in the Hawran, on the way from
Muzayrib to Damascus, one and a half hours north of the village al-Dilli
(V) and forty minutes south of al-Qunaiya.’®® If Ktebe is indeed
identical with the village owned by Bedri Pasa, it would be located in the
same part of the Hawran as al-Harra, less than ten kilometers distance
to the east of the former.”®” Other members of the Bedirhani family also
invested in export-oriented agriculture in Ottoman Syria. The above-
mentioned Tahir Bey Bedirhan, during his time in office as district
governor (kaymakam) of ‘Aglun, for instance, bought fertile land in the
region of Sahm al-Karafat, situated in the north of the district of ‘Aglun,
halfway between Damascus and ]emsalern.588 In the 1880s, investors

from Damascus, many of them of Kurdish background, had begun to

8 Philippe Berger, Notes de voyage: de Paris & Alexandrie — ’Egypte, la Palestine, la coté de
Phénicie, la Syrie ... (Paris: Imprimerie Chaix, 1895), pp. 288 and 347. Berger met with the
al-Freige family during his stay in Beirut.

%8 Schumacher, “Notes from Jeddr,” p. 190.

5% Both spellings appear in Mehmed Salih Bedirhan’s memoirs, Uzun & Bedir-Han,
Defter-i A’'malim, pp. 69 and 78, respectively.

58 Karl Baedeker (ed.), Paldstina und Syrien. Handbuch fiir Reisende, 2™ edition (Leipzig:
Karl Baedeker, 1880 [1875]), p. 302.

%87 A village called Ktebe is also mentioned by Oppenheim, Vom Mittelmeer zum Persischen
Golf, vol. 1, p. 62 as a station on the pilgrimage route from Damascus to Mecca, situated
north of Muzayrib.

8 Martha Mundy & Richard Saumarez Smith, Governing Property, Making the Modern
State. Law, Administration and Production in Ottoman Syria (London et al.: I.B. Tauris,
2007), p. 56.
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invest in this region. Tahir Bey established plantations where olives and

pomegranates for export were grown on a large scale.>®

What does it mean that the two villages al-Harra and Ktebe “belonged”
to Bedri Paga, what kind of property arrangement was in place, and in
what way, if at all, was it profitable for its proprietor? Bedri Paga owned
the villages, not at last in the sense that he identified himself and was
known as its owner to the local villagers. However, it is unlikely that the
inhabitants of the villages, the majority of them peasants, would have
met Bedri Paga personally more than a handful of times a year. On the
ground, he would be represented through his agent (vekil), who dealt
with the affairs of the village on a daily basis. Bedri Paga deployed
relatives and other dependents from his own household and wider
network as local representatives.’®® As far as the psychological
dimension of the power relations and regime of violence at work are
concerned, however, it would have been crucial that the villagers lived
under the impression that Bedri Paga was personally aware of everything
that was going on in his villages.>*! In the most exploitative version of
such property arrangements, absentee landowners like Bedri Paga would
control not only the land, but also provide tools, animals and seeds to the
sharecroppers as a loan, expecting to be paid back at harvest time in
kind, sometimes with staggeringly high interest rates.’®?> In addition,
landowners were responsible for collecting the land tax (‘sr) of twelve

percent or more of the harvest, to be forwarded to the Ottoman state

%8 Mundy & Saumarez Smith, Governing Property, p. 56. The agricultural development of
the region came at a great expense for local peasants, who lost access to their lands and
thereby to self-sufficiency. The plantations of Tahir Bey were inherited by his children and
continued to remain in possession of the family after the collapse of the Ottoman Empire,
Michael R. Fischbach, State, Society and Land in ‘Ajlin (Northern Transjordan), 1850 —
1950, 2 vols., Diss. Georgetown University, June 1992, vol. 1, pp. 189-190. See also Cuinet,
Syrie, Liban et Palestine, p. 490.

0 Uzun & Bedir-Han, Defter-i A’'mahm, p. 82.

1 Michael Gilsenan, Lords of the Lebanese Marches. Violence and Narrative in an Arab
Society (London et al.: I.B. Tauris, 1996) identified violence, physical coercion and universal
control as crucial tools of absentee landowners in northern Lebanon.

2 Gilsenan, Lords of the Lebanese Marches, p. 81.

206



treasury. Such arrangements would have ensured that the villagers in al-
Harra and Ktebe were continuously indebted to Bedri Paga. Landowners
like Bedri Paga were, in the late 19" century, the principal and
sometimes the only representatives of the state on the local level — even
though on a more regional or imperial scale, Bedri Paga himself would
be in conflict with state structures and Ottoman authorities.>®* In spite
of near-absolute power over the proceedings of his villages, making a
profit from his property would not have been an easy task for Bedri Paga:
On the one hand, tribal populations living in the surroundings of his
villages regularly demanded protection money or else would attack and
devastate fields, often scaring the peasant population into leaving the
village altogether. On the other hand, the markets were tough, and low
grain prices in particular did not make agriculture very profitable in the
late 19™ century. Owning a village in Syria in the 19% century was, in
other words, not unlikely to be risky investment.>** Bedri Pasa
demonstrably looked at his property as an investment: He brought his
own mill in operation,’® becoming thus more independent of local
intermediaries, as he was able to both collect and process his own grain
harvest,”*® increasing his profit margins as he sold it (and creating an
additional source of income for himself, as others would come to

process their grain at his facilities as well).

In addition to being far from lucrative, Bedri Pasa’s involvement in the

villages al-Harra and Ktebe also met with local resistance: The earliest

% Gilsenan, Lords of the Lebanese Marches, p. 68 for a similar line of argument, still valid in
the mid-20% century in Lebanon.

* Hudson, Transforming Damascus, p. 46 relates how the Prussian consul Johann
Gottfried Wetzstein ran into — and, thankfully, also recorded — all kinds of trouble when he
invested money in villages near Damascus in the mid-19™ century. See also Ingeborg
Huhn, Der Orientalist Johann Gotifried Wetzstein als Preussischer Konsul in Damaskus (1841-
1861) dargestellt nach seinen hinterlassenen Papieren (Berlin: Klaus Schwarz, 1989), pp. 245-
249.

% Uzun & Bedir-Han, Defter-i A'mahm, p. 79.

% Predominantly, wheat and barley were grown for export, see Cuinet, Syrie, Liban et
Palestine, p. 469.
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complaints about Bedri Paga’s attempts to seize land for himself in al-
Harra I was able to trace in the Ottoman archives date from 1893. At that
time, Bedri Paga was no longer in office as governor of the Hawran
district. Local inhabitants, led by the headman (muhtar) of the village,
saw an opportunity to proceed against Bedri Paga in this moment of
relative weakness: They complained that Bedri Paga had produced a fake
title deed to lay claim to property which the villagers had previously
cultivated for generations. The inhabitants of al-Harra further reported
that Bedri Paga had a gang of twenty to thirty Kurdish horsemen at his
command, who bullied and harassed the village into complying with
Bedri Paga’s demands by restricting the villagers’ access to their fields
and interrupting the water supply. Locals also notified the Ottoman
authorities of threats to drive them away from their village altogether. In
addition, several inhabitants were heavily indebted to Bedri Pasa.’”’ The
locals of al-Harra brought their complaints to the attention of the
authorities in Istanbul after their case had been decided in favor of Bedri
Pasa on the local level in Damascus, as Bedri Paga was able to produce
official documentation to back up his claims to the land.**® This seems
to indicate that even though he was no longer in office as governor of the
Hawran at the time of the trial, Bedri Paga was still able to intervene
with local officials according to his personal interest. When the petition
of the inhabitants of al-Harra reached the government in Istanbul,
however, it was read attentively and Bedri Pasa’s oppressive policies
were harshly condemned.>® Yet, there is no indication that any concrete
measures against Bedri Paga were taken beyond this criticism.
Therefore, the complaints from al-Harra continued: The villagers
brought forward that for generations (“dbd’en ‘an gedden”), their

families had owned the land in question. Bedri Paga, on the other hand,

%7 BOA, DH.MKT. 43.14 ek 2, 23 Z 1310 (July 8, 1893), and ek 4 for the petition from al-
Harra.

8 BOA, DH.MKT. 43.14 ek 2, 23 Z 1310 (July 8, 1893).

> BOA, DH.MKT. 43.14, the grand vizier to the Ministry of the Interior, he uses the
expression “zuliim” (oppression) to characterize Bedri Pasa’s actions.
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endorsed his claims to the property with reference to relatively new,
Ottoman-administrative concepts. As a consequence of the Ottoman
land law of 1858, real estate and landownership were re-registered, and
written out tapu title deeds served as proof of ownership.®® As it had
been ascertained in the trial against him, Bedri Paga was in possession
of such title deeds. The local inhabitants of al-Harra, again led by the
headman of the village, however, complained in a petition to the
Ottoman authorities in 1905 that Bedri Paga had seized most of the land
in al-Harra illegally, tricking and threatening the original owners and
forcing them to cede one fifth of their crop to him. Eventually, Bedri
Pasa produced a title deed — which the inhabitants of the village claimed

was a forgery.®0!

The economic transformation of Ottoman Syria, during which pasture
land controlled by local, largely nomadic populations was being turned
into agricultural land exploited by absentee landowners for both regional
and export-oriented markets over the second half of the 19 century, was
strongly impacted by non-economic concerns. One of these concerns
was security: Areas where direct state control had so far been limited
were brought under more direct influence from the Ottoman center, not
at least to ward off European intervention. In addition, the economic
transformation and state centralization efforts were embedded in a
discourse about civilizing and modernizing localities inhabited by

mobile, nomadic and often tribal populations.®®?> The nomadic Bedouin

80 Haim Gerber, The Social Origins of the Modern Middle East (Boulder, Co.: Rienner,
1987), chapter 5 “The Ottoman Land Law of 1858 and its Consequences,” pp. 67-90,
especially pp. 82-84 on the situation in Syria.

601 See BOA, DH.MKT. 935.41, 25 Z 1322 H (March 2, 1905).

2 One aspect of this civilizing mission, like in other parts of the empire, was the state-
sponsored spread of Sunni Islam. In the regions inhabited by Druze communities in the
Hawran, mosques were built and conversion to mainstream Islam was encouraged by the
authorities in the context of the military expeditions against the Druze, see Oppenheim,
Vom Mittelmeer zum Persischen Golf, vol. 1, pp. 173-177. On the campaign against the “wild
Druze” in the press in Damascus in the 1880s, see Birgit Schibler, Aufstinde im
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was, in the wake of this Ottoman mission civilisatrice, stylized as the
“other,” in antithesis to Ottoman modernity.(’03 It has to be remembered,
not at last in view of the abundant historiography stylizing the Bedirhani
family members as targets of state oppression, resistance fighters and
pioneers of Kurdish nationalism, that Bedri Paga Bedirhan not only took
part in the economic venture in the Hawran and the Syrian lands more
generally but, as an Ottoman official, was also among the key
protagonists of the mission civilisatrice which accompanied it. Ottoman-
Kurdish notables, as the example of Bedri Paga illustrates, were an
inseparable part of the imperial system, tied to it not only economically
but through a shared discourse of Ottoman imperial rule. This tends to
be overlooked all the more because later, in Turkish Republican times,
Kurds would very much fill the place of an “other” in Turkish nationalist
discourse. In the late 19th century, however, lines of divisions were

perceived differently.

3.4. Other Members of the Bedirhani Family’s First Generation in

Exile

While the case study of Bedri Paga Bedirhan provides an idea of one
possible trajectory of a leading member of an Ottoman-Kurdish notable
family, it makes sense to compare it to the biographies and careers of
some of his relatives, if only to understand what is particular about Bedri
Paga and what might be more general concerns that are also valid for

other actors from similar backgrounds.

Drusenbergland. Ethnizitit und Integration einer ldandlichen Gesellschaft Syriens vom
Osmanischen Reich bis zur staatlichen Unabhdingigkeit (Gotha: Perthes, 1996), pp. 127-128.
63 An argument made by Selim Deringil, “They Live in a State of Nomadism and
Savagery’ The Late Ottoman Empire and the Post-Colonial Debate.” In: Comparative
Studies in History and Society 45.2 (2003), pp. 311-342.
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3.4.1. The Oldest Sons of Emir Bedirhan

At the time when Emir Bedirhan and his extended family arrived in
Istanbul in 1847, only his first-born son Hamid was old enough to be
considered for schooling in an Ottoman state school, something Emir
Bedirhan explicitly asked for at the time.®®* Hamid Bedirhan, however,
suffered from an eye condition which left him almost blind and was
therefore considered unfit to enter the Ottoman school system.®® He
was sent off with the rest of his family to the island of Crete instead. His
disability was also the reason why Hamid Bedirhan’s trajectory is not
well documented, even though we would expect to find the first-born son
of Emir Bedirhan in a prominent position within the family.®®® Hamid is
said to have spent most of his life in the province of Syria,®”’ where

members of his family continued to live after his death.%%®

Necib Bedirhan was the second-oldest son of Emir Bedirhan. In 1861, at
the age of nineteen, he applied for an appointment in the local Ottoman
administration on the island of Crete, where his family lived at the

time.®” He hoped to thereby increase the family’s income and put

60 Kardam, Siirgiin Yillari, p. 67, arguing on the basis of BOA, I.MSM. 51.1297, 09 Za 1263
H (October 19, 1847).

695 Kardam, Siirgiin Yillari, p. 67, the eye condition is described as “tavukkarasi hastas1,”
corresponding to retinitis pigmentosa, a steadily proceeding degeneration of eyesight which
often leads to blindness.

% Tnformation on his biography is scarce, with some accounts being obviously false,
including Mehmet Cetin’s report that Hamid was born in 1820, and then in 1921 [sic!]
collaborated with the Greeks during the occupation of Izmir, Mahmut Cetin, Kart-Kurt
Sesleri: Isyanci Bedirhan Bey’in yaramaz ¢ocuklart ve bir kardeslik poetikasi (Istanbul: Marifet
Yayinlari, 2005), p. 91.

%7 Yilmaz Oztuna, Devletler ve hanedanlar (Ankara: Kiiltiir Bakanligi, 1991), vol. 1, p. 580.
Oztuna’s estimate that Hamid Bedirhan was born around 1820, however, does not sit well
with the idea of sending him to an Ottoman state school in 1847, as he would have been
too old. A date of birth around 1835 seems more likely.

6% Malmisanij [Mehmet Tayfun], Cizira Botanli, p. 214 mentions one daughter and three
sons.

69 Kardam, Siirgiin Yillar, p. 225. Necib applied to the customs administration in the city
of Kandiye.
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himself in a position to support himself and eventually get married.®!
After the death of his father, Necib Bey took over as head of the
Bedirhani family in Damascus. Starting out as a military commander of
Kurdish irregulars in the Ottoman war efforts against Russia over the
second half of the 19t century, much like Bedri Paga, Necib also
embarked on a career as an imperial bureaucrat and provincial official.
The district of Aydin emerged as his sphere of influence in the late 19"
century. Until 1883, he was employed as governor (mutasarrif) there, and
in the following year, his name was under consideration for the office of
the governor (vali) of Basra.®!! Nothing came of these plans, and Necib
Paga headed off to Istanbul, where he became a member of the cemiyet-i
riisumiye. In 1895, he was again looking for a suitable appointment
outside of the capital.®’? Ultimately, he ended up in Ottoman Syria,
being employed as mutasarrif of Homs at the time of his death in
1898.613

Other senior family members, among them Osman, Hiiseyin and Bahri
Paga Bedirhan, opted for careers in the Ottoman military administration.
Bahri Paga built up a power base in Tripolis in Libya from the 1880s
onwards.®* In the war of 1877/78, Hiiseyin Pasa Bedirhan had fought
under miigir Sakir Pasa in Anatolia with several thousand Kurdish
irregulars under his command. A large number of them were killed in
action, leaving Hiiseyin Pasa devastated and depressed.®’> He himself
lost his sense of hearing during the campaign.®!® Unlike his brother Ali

Samil Paga, Hiiseyin did not receive an appointment after he returned

610 Kardam, Siirgiin Yillan, p. 225, drawing on Necib’s petition in the matter to the
Ottoman grand vizier, in BOA, AMKT.MHM. 223.84.

11 BOA, Y.A.HUS. 179.91, 13 Za 1301 H (September 4, 1884). Nothing, however, came of
these plans.

612 BOA, I.HUS. 43.34, 07 Ca 1313 H (October 26, 1895).

613 BOA, BEO. 1148.86057, 01.04.1314 M (June 13, 1898).

1% 1iitfi, Emir Bedirhan, p. 42.

815 Liitfi, Emir Bedirhan, pp. 37-38.

816 1itfi, Emir Bedirhan, p. 38.
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from the battlefield. To make ends meet and secure an income, he
returned to the family’s homeland in Anatolia — a move which was seen
with great suspicion by the Ottoman authorities who had prohibited
family members from returning there, fearing a reestablishment of the
family’s former influence.®’” However, Hiiseyin Bedirhan is said to have
stayed in the surroundings of Cizre for up to two years in the aftermath
of the Ottoman-Russian war of 1877/78 and only agreed to return from
there when a lucrative job in the Ottoman administration was offered to
him. He was eventually appointed as a member of the prefecture (sehr-

emaneti) of Istanbul.®'8

Some of the sons of Emir Bedirhan relied on the support and
sponsorship of older brothers who, like Bedri Paga in Syria and Necib
Pasa in Aydin, had already established local power bases and patronage
networks. An example is the career of Murat Remzi Bey Bedirhan:®!®
Born on the island of Crete in 1854/55, he took his first steps in the
Ottoman bureaucracy as an apprentice in the administration of the
province of Syria in the late 1870s — where his older brother Bedri Paga
had already proven his mettle. In the 1880s, he spent some time as a
secondary official in the judicial administration of the province of Bursa.
In the following years, he transferred to Kastamonu and Ankara, but did
not advance in the ranks, being employed as an assistant (mu‘avin) to
higher officials in each case. His last entry in the sicill-i ahval dates from
1887. It appears that he subsequently sought out the protection of his
older brother Bedri Paga in Damascus to sustain himself and his

family.620

87 Liitfi, Emir Bedirhan, p. 39.

18 1iitfi, Emir Bedirhan, p. 40. He received a monthly salary of 3.000 kurus.

619 His career path is documented in his sicill-i ahval file, BOA, DH.SAID. 2.423.

620 Murad Remzi Bey died in the Feneryolu, Istanbul in the 1940s, Anter, Hatirlarim, pp.
80-81.
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None of these more senior family members, however, came to play a
role in developments (and re-orientations of the family’s interests) in the
aftermath of the First World War, as most of them passed away over the
first decade of the 20" century. It fell to Bedri Pasa’s younger full
brother Emin Ali Bey, his junior by four years, to lead the family through
this period of transition. And while Emin Ali Bey, the father of the
protagonists of the 20%™.century Kurdish independence movement
Celadet, Kamuran and Siireyya Bedirhan, is regarded and remembered
as a forerunner of Kurdish nationalism, it is useful to recall that he grew
up and operated in similar conditions as his brothers Bedri and Ali
Samil Paga, following similar interests and being determined by similar

horizons, at least prior to the collapse of the Ottoman Empire.®?!

3.4.2.  Ali Samil Pasa Bedirhan in Kadikéy

With the exception of Bedri Paga Bedirhan, none of the sons of Emir
Bedirhan has left as many traces in the Ottoman archives and the
memories of contemporaries as Ali Samil Paga Bedirhan. Cross-read
with Bedri Pasa’s trajectory, the career of Ali Samil offers an interesting
point of comparison, especially because he was in conflict with parts of
his family and notably broke away from the patronage network of sheikh
Abu’l-Huda in the 1890s. His biography also sheds additional light on
the opportunity structures family members operated in more generally,
as Ali Samil Paga opted for a career in the Ottoman military and,
different from Bedri Pasa and his network, operated from Istanbul
instead of Damascus. His trajectory is also singled out for a closer look
here because Ali Samil Paga played a prominent role in the events
leading up to the murder of Ridvan Pasa in the spring of 1906, which are
the focus of analysis in the following fourth chapter. While his brother
Bedri Paga is today almost forgotten, Ali Samil Paga is vividly

21 Emin Ali Bey’s career and biography are discussed in detail in chapter 5.
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remembered in Kurdish historiography. He is generally characterized
there as a man of the common people, short-tempered and lacking
formal education and refinement, but a courageous and just advocate of
the Kurdish urban poor under his protection.®?? Sympathetic depictions
often cite Halide Edip, the step-daughter of Ali Samil Pasa, who included
childhood recollections of jovial afternoons spent at Ali Samil’s house in
Istanbul, characterizing him as a loving husband and father in her

memoirs.%23

The following analysis will complicate this picture,
demonstrating how Ali Samil Paga was a successful but often ruthless

local entrepreneur, politician and strongman of late Ottoman Istanbul.

Born probably in 1855,%2* Ali Samil Pasa was among the older sons of
Emir Bedirhan.®”® He did not receive any official schooling and was,
according to contemporary accounts, not able to read or write.®?
Nevertheless, he embarked on a successful career in the Ottoman
military. In the 1870s, Ali Samil held the rank of a lieutenant (miilazim)
in the Ottoman army and was dispatched as an aide-de-camp (yaver) to
the Sharif of Mecca. When the war against Russia broke out in 1877, he
returned to the Ottoman capital to join his siblings in their efforts to
gather Kurdish irregular troops. He and his men fought under the
command of Gazi Osman Pasa during the defense of Plevna in 1877.
The majority of his followers perished in the campaign, and Ali $Samil

Pasa himself was severely injured on the battlefield.®”” After the

622 See e.g. the depiction of Alakom, Eski Istanbul Kiirtleri, pp. 57-59.

62 Halide Edip, Mor Salkimli Ev (Istanbul: Atlas Kitabevi 1979), p. 97.

624 As he was not a member of the Ottoman civil administration, there is no sicill-i ahval
file available on Ali Samil Paga. His trajectory cannot thus unfortunately not be
summarized in the same detail as Bedri Paga’s above.

63 See his entry in Mehmed Zeki Pakalin, Sicill-i Osmani Zeyli, 19 vols. (Ankara: Tiirk
Tarih Kurumu, 2008), vol. 2, pp. 54-56. This date, however, cannot be correct if Malmisanij
is right in pointing out that Ali Samil was one of the oldest sons of Emir Bedirhan and
born in Cizre, prior to the family being exiled, that is prior to 1847, see Malmisanij
[Mehmet Tayfun], Cizira Botanls, p. 107.

626 Malmisanij [Mehmet Tayfun], p. 110.

27 He was wounded in several places but a bullet wound in his left leg caused the most
severe damage, leaving him with a slight limp for the rest of his life, see Ziya Sakir, Yarim
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Ottoman defeat, he was held as a prisoner of war by the Russians. When
he returned from captivity in 1884,%%® he received a promotion and was
appointed to a post in Urfa.®?° Shortly afterwards, as a consequence of
local complaints against him, he was transferred to the province of Syria,

where he apparently fared better.3

In Syria, Ali Samil Paga married into a local family of sharifian descent
(asraf). His wife Nazire Hanim was a member of the Syrian Surayyifzade
family. Her sister had married Ali Samil’s brother Tahir Bey Bedirhan.
By means of this double marriage, the connection between the
Bedirhanis and the Surayyifzade family was particularly strong. During
his life, Ali Samil Paga married several more times. Among his wives
was Bedrifem Hamim, whom he later divorced and who, through her
second marriage to Mehmed Edib Bey, became the mother of Halide
Edip. In addition, Ali Samil was married to a young girl from
Ethiopia,®3! and a Circassian girl from the harem of the Sharif of
Mecca.®*? Also, the daughter of an Ottoman military official from
Jerusalem is mentioned as one of Ali Samil Paga’s wives, but the bride

passed away shortly after the marriage had been concluded.®*?

Siileyman Sefik Pasa,®** who had fought with Ali Samil in the Ottoman

war against Greece in 1897, included a brief overview of Ali Samil Paga’s

Asir Evvel Bizi Idare Edenler, 2 vols. (Istanbul: Anadolu Tiirk Kitap Deposu, 1943), vol. 2, p.
186.

628 This date is given by Miislim Yiicel, Osmanli-Tiirk Romaninda Kiirt Imgesi (Istanbul:
Agora Kitapligi, 2011), pp. 178-185.

62 Ali Samil was later also promoted to the rank of kolagasi, according to Liitfi, Emir
Bedirhan, p. 39.

630 Sakir, Yarim Asir Evvel, vol. 2, p. 186.

631 Halide Edip, Mor Salkimli Ev (Istanbul: Atlas Kitabevi, 1979), pp. 97-98.

32 Malmisanij [Mehmet Tayfun], Cizira Botanl, p. 110.

633 Malmisanij [Mehmet Tayfun], Cizira Botanh, p. 110. According to his nephew Mehmed
Salih Bey, Ali Samil Paga also had an affair with a Christian girl called Meryem in
Jerusalem, Uzun & Bedir-Han, Defter-i A’malim, p. 56.

* For Siileyman Sefik Pasa [Séylemezoglu] (1860-1946), see Kuneralp, Erkan ve ricali, p.
122. His family was from Erzincan, his father Ali Kemali Paga had been the vali of Konya.
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career in his memoirs:®3®> According to his account, Ali Samil Pasa was
able to secure a job in the military administration of Uskiidar with the
help of Amedi Ferik Mehmed Paga, the commander of the Ottoman
troops in Uskiidar, even though he lacked a formal military education.
At the time, Ali Samil Paga still enjoyed the support of sheikh Abu’l-
Huda, who was intervening in favor of the Bedirhani family in the Yildiz
Palace. According to the account of Ziya Sakir, another supporter of Ali
Samil was the commander of the army in Istanbul, miisir Arif Paga.®*® At
some point, however, Ali Samil Paga broke away from his family’s long-
term benefactor Abu’l-Huda as-Sayyadi and approached the latter’s
principal opponent Tahsin Paga, who worked as chief secretary in the
Yildiz Palace (mabeyn baskatibi) and was a very influential figure in
palace circles. With Tahsin Paga’s help, Ali Samil Paga advanced his
career and eventually replaced his former sponsor Amedi Mehmed Paga
as commander of the Ottoman troops in Uskiidar (Uskiidar ciheti

kumandani).

According to Siileyman Sefik Paga’s recollections, the local officials in
Uskiiddar and Kadikdy lived in fear of the short-tempered and often
aggressive Ali Samil Paga and his bullies: Siileyman Sefik Paga recalls
how sheikh Abu’l-Huda’s son Hasan Halid Bey and other Ottoman
officials, among them the pharmacist Ahmed Refik Bey and the son-in-
law of the seyh-iilislam Dr. Cemil Paga, were harassed and humiliated by

Ali Samil Paga in public. The background of pharmacist Ahmed Refik

Siileyman Sefik Paga himself pursued a career in the Ottoman military and was vali of
Basra (1913 to 1914) and briefly held the post of Minister of War (1919). Around the turn
of the century, when he confronted Ali Samil Paga, he was a member of the court martial
(divan-1 harb) in Tophane and commander of an artillery brigade.

5 Siileyman Sefik Pagsa & Hiimeyra Zerdeci, Hatiratum. Basima Gelenler ve Gordiiklerim.
31 Mart Vak‘asi (Istanbul: Arma Yayinlari, 2004), pp. 109-115.

836 Sakir, Yarim Asir Evvel, vol. 2, p. 189. Arif Pasa (1848-1909), the son of Pagazade Ali
Efendi, was born in Macedonia. He taught at the Harbiye and the Istanbul school for
teachers before he embarked on a career in the Ottoman military, serving in Erzincan, in
Rumelia and Edirne. In 1896, he was appointed to Istanbul as miisir of the 2°¢ army. He
was involved with Hicaz railway project and died in the Hicaz in 1909. For his biography,
see Govsa, Tiirk Meshurlar Ansiklopedisi, p. 45.
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Bey’s run-in with Ali Samil Paga was explained by Ziya Sakir, another
contemporary witness, as follows: Ali Samil Pagsa was convinced that
Ahmed Refik was one of the spies of Sultan Abdiilhamid II, and he
therefore did not tolerate his presence in Uskiidar, harassing him
whenever he met him there, allegedly also attacking him with a whip
during one of these incidents.®?” Siileyman Sefik Pasa himself was also
targeted by Ali Samil Paga after he had intervened in favor of an
Armenian father whose daughter had been raped by Ali Samil Paga’s
bullies. Ali Samil Paga had made sure that they went unpunished, seeing
to it that the case went on trial in Kartal, where one of his relatives was
presiding over the court. Siileyman Sefik Pasa successfully pushed for a
retrial, during which the assailants were eventually convicted. Siileyman
Sefik Paga knew, however, that he had overstepped his borders: During
the following months, in 1902, he lived in constant fear of Ali Samil
Paga’s retaliation, hardly daring to go for walks alone or stay out in the
evenings. Eventually, Ali Samil Paga had his house searched, but
nothing incriminating could be found.®*® Even though not only
Silleyman Sefik Paga, but also many other officials, among them
prominently the head of the civil administration of Uskiidar, the
governor Hamid Bey, were wary of Ali Samil Paga and doubted his
professional competence,® the latter remained in office until his entire
family fell out of favor in the aftermath of the murder of Ridvan Paga in

the spring of 1906.40

837 Sakir, Yarim Asir Evvel, vol. 2, pp. 200-205.

638 Siileyman Sefik Pasa, Hatiratum, pp. 109-115.

639 Siileyman Sefik Pasa described Ali Samil Pasa as aggressive (“gaddar”), quick to lose his
temper (“artik kabina sifamaz”) and ignorant (“cahil,” all p. 109). He also concedes,
however, that Ali Samil Paga had a way of endearing himself to people and could be witty
and entertaining (“Aym zamanda, Ali Samil ¢ikar1 olanlara kars: gayet miitevazi, soytarilik,
tuhaflik eder, tathi dilli bir adam idi,” p. 111). Siilleyman Sefik Pasa’s description overlaps
with comments Mehmed Salih Bey made on his uncle Ali Samil Paga’s ignorance, see
Uzun & Bedir-Han, Defter-i A’'malim, p. 33.

640 See chapter 4 for details.
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Siileyman Sefik Paga’s impressions of the fearful atmosphere in
Uskiidar are corroborated by Ziya Sakir’s account: Sakir recalls that ever
since Ali Samil Paga had been appointed as head of the military
administration in Uskiidar, he interfered with the affairs of both the
local governor and the civil administration there. Sakir illustrated his
account with some local lore about Ali Samil Paga’s interventions with
greengrocers and carriage drivers in Uskiidar and Kadikéy. The gist of
all these stories was that while Ali Samil Paga was rude and strict, often
even brutal, his interventions and the punishments he meted out were
always justified.**! In these anecdotes, Ali Samil Pasa was depicted as
immensely popular with the ordinary people in Uskiidar, also due to his
reputation as a war hero. He was, however, not in great favor with the
local officials. The Ottoman Minister of Finance Ziihtii Pasa and his
successor Regat Paga had frequent quarrels with Ali Samil Paga, who
demanded the salaries of his soldiers to be paid on time.®*? Another
incident describing how Ali Samil Paga felt he ran the show in Uskiidar
— or was at least remembered that way in local lore — is also related by
Ziya Sakir: Ali Samil’s mansion bordered the train line®? and the pasa
allegedly had his personal train station built on his property, forcing the
passing trains to stop at his convenience.*** He also engaged in an

ongoing argument with the train company regarding property rights.®*>

Notably, even after Ali Samil Paga had violently attacked sheikh Abu’l-
Huda’s son with a horsewhip in public, he was apparently not punished
or reprimanded by the sultan. Endorsing an argument made by Thomas
Eich,®*¢ this might indicate how sheikh Abu’l-Huda’s influence in the

palace was waning as he was increasingly outplayed by his adversary

1 Sakir, Yarim Asir Evvel, vol. 2, pp. 196-197.

642 Sakir, Yarim Asir Evvel, vol. 2, pp. 212-214.

643 This is also described by Edip, Mor Salkumh Ev, p. 112.
6+ Sakir, Yarim Asir Evvel, vol. 2, p. 212.

5 Sakir, Yarim Asir Evvel, vol. 2, pp. 211-212.

646 Eich, Abai-I-Huda as-Sayyads, pp. 178-190.
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Tahsin Paga. Sheikh Abu’l-Huda’s son Hasan Halid Bey, at the time an
Ottoman official and member of the cemiyet-i riisumiye, had been driving
in an open carriage through Fenerbahce, accompanied by Izzet Bey, the
brother of Kiirt Sa‘id Paga, when he had a violent run-in with Ali Samil
Pasa.®*’ A report by Ziya Sakir sheds more light on the conflict between
Ali Samil Paga and his former supporter sheikh Abu’l-Huda: Abu’l-
Huda had married into the Bedirhani family, allegedly hoping to inherit
a considerable amount of money when his wife’s father passed away.**®
Members of the Bedirhani family, among them Ali Samil Paga,
disagreed, claiming the inheritance for themselves. Ziya Sakir asserts
that the Emir Bedirhan’s heirs were planning to invest it in the
foundation of primary schools in Anatolia. Frustrated, sheikh Abu’l-
Huda notified the sultan, claiming the Bedirhani family was about to
provoke a rebellion in the east of the empire.**® As a consequence,
several family members, among them Ali Samil Paga, Emin Ali Bey,

Murad, Hasan and Kemal Bey, were arrested and imprisoned for several

47 Sakir, Yarim Asir Evvel, vol. 2, pp. 206-208.

48 Sakir, Yarum Asir Evvel, vol. 2, pp. 188-190. There is, however, some inconsistency in
Sakir’s account: Sakir writes that sheikh Abu’l-Huda was married to the daughter of an
uncle of Ali Samil, a man whom he in turn identifies as Mustafa Paga, most probably
drawing on Liitfi [Ahmed Ramiz], Emir Bedirhan, p. 43, where the same (likely false)
statement can be found. The narrative presented here does not make much sense, as (a)
Ali Samil Paga had no uncle by the name Mustafa, and (b) sheikh Abu’l-Huda was,
according to the detailed account given by Thomas Eich on his wives, never married to a
daughter of any Mustafa Pasa, Eich, Abiu-l-Huda as-Sayyadi, pp. 273-274. Interestingly,
however, sheikh Abu’l-Huda was married to Emir Bedirhan’s daughter Fatma Melek
Hanim. Since her father Emir Bedirhan had already passed away long before the argument
took place, even prior to the conclusion of the marriage, his death and ensuing disputes
about his inheritance are unlikely to have been the reasons for a conflict between sheikh
Abu’l-Huda and members of the Bedirhani family. It is possible that Fatma Melek Hanmim
herself passed away, leading to a conflict about her inheritance. Either way, even without
all the details in order, arguments about property and are not an unlikely reason for the
break between parts of the Bedirhani family and sheikh Abu’l-Huda.

9 Tiitfi [Ahmed Ramiz], Emir Bedirhan, p. 44, offers a slightly different version of these
events. According to him, Mustafa Efendi Serifzade was entrusted with the testament and
related paperwork. His house was searched in an unrelated incident, the papers were
discovered and passed on to the sultan, who took action against the Bedirhani family.
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months.®? They were released after a trial clarified what had happened
between them and sheikh Abu’l-Huda. The attorney responsible for their
defense was said to be the French-Polish legal expert Count Ostror6g.®>!
The involvement of a foreign national speaking out for the Bedirhanis
reportedly led to their eventual release and to a subsequent imperial
amnesty. The Sultan, however, was said to have remained suspicious of
the Bedirhani family ever since.%®? Ziya Sakir does not mention when
exactly these incidents took place. He noted in his account, however, that
Arif Paga served as merkez kumandani at the time, which situates the
events somewhere between the late 1880s and mid-1890s. Liitfi [Ahmed
Ramiz] is clearer in his account, dating the trial to 1314 H [1896/97].%5
This time frame would again fit the general argument of Thomas Eich,
who argued that the influence of sheikh Abu’l-Huda in palace circles
was waning around the turn of the century.®* However, since Ziya
Sakir’s report is unclear about the marriage connection between the
Bedirhanis and sheikh Abu’l-Huda, the events are highly unlikely to
have played out exactly as he remembered. Money and inheritance
claims more generally seem to have played a part, leading to a break-up
between Ali Samil Paga and sheikh Abu’l-Huda and inspiring the former
to seek revenge. If we are to believe the rest of Ziya Sakir’s account, Ali

Samil Paga did indeed get his revenge on sheikh Abu’l-Huda, seeking

60 These events are also related by Liitfi [Ahmed Ramiz], Emir Bedirhan, pp. 43-44.

1 Listfi [Ahmed Ramiz], Emir Bedirhan, p. 44. This was most probably Leon Walerian
Ostrorég (1867-1932). Leon Ostrorég was born in Poland, had studied law in Paris and
moved to Istanbul in the late 1880s, where he started to work as an advisor to the Ottoman
judiciary, M. Emin Elmaci, “Osmanl Hukuk Reformunda bir Oncii: Kont Leon Ostrorog.”
In: Osmanl Tarihi Aragtirma ve Uygulama Merkezi Dergisi 29 (2011), pp. 1-30. It is possible
that Emin Ali Bey Bedirhan, who also worked as an inspector in the higher ranks of the
Ottoman judiciary at the time, would have been acquainted to Ostrorég or was able to
otherwise establish a connection to him through his professional network.

%2 Liitfi [Ahmed Ramiz], Emir Bedirhan, p. 44. Liitfi goes on to link this first spark of
suspicion of Abdiilhamid II against the Bedirhani family to the events of 1906, when the
sultan finally saw an opportunity to proceed against them. This, however, seems to be an
oversimplified interpretation, as the careers of members of the family in the late 19
century indicate that they continued to be favored and promoted by the sultan.

653 Liitfi [Ahmed Ramiz], Emir Bedirhan, p. 45.

* Eich, Abii-l-Huda as-Sayyadi, pp. 208-209.

221



him out in his home in Begiktag one day and beating him up in front of

his servants and a visitor.%*>

In spite of this highly visible humiliation of a prominent advisor to the
sultan, Ali Samil Paga was able to retain his post and even to advance his
career. In 1901, he was employed in the Yildiz Palace, serving as aide-de-
camp (yaver) to the sultan personally. Ali Samil Paga appears to have
kept the sultan updated on internal matters within the Bedirhani
family.%>¢ Late at night after a meeting at his house, convened by Bedri
Paga Bedirhan and attended by himself, Ali Samil Paga and their
brothers Hasan, Midhat, and Murad, Ali Samil reported the results of
their discussions via telegraph to the private secretary of Sultan
Abdiilhamid II. The secretary, who was addressed in the telegraph not
with his name but as “alim beyefendi,” learned sir, was Tahsin Paga, an
influential figure in palace circles and rival of sheikh Abu’l-Huda. It
emerges from the telegraph that the Bedirhani family members met in
an attempt to reconcile Ali Samil Paga and Murad Bedirhan, whose
relationship was marked by “coolness” (burtdiyet). Ali Samil Paga let on
in the telegraph that he disliked his brother Murad because the latter
was a follower of sheikh Abu’l-Huda.®’

In spite of his close relations to Tahsin Paga, however, Ali Samil Paga
found himself exiled to Manastir (Bitola) in May 1901, following a
heated argument with an Albanian officer from the sultan’s personal

guard. The argument erupted in one of the palace hallways, and his

655 Sakir, Yarim Asir Evvel, vol. 2, pp. 191-192.

66 See BOA, Y.PRK.ASK. 167.65, a telegram, dated 11.12.1316 M (February 24, 1901),
addressed to the sultan’s private secretary and signed by Ali Samil Paga, in which he
provides information on a meeting of several of his brothers around Bedri Paga and their
decision to improve the relationship with their brother Murad.

7 That the sultan would be interested in these kinds of updates on the activities of sheikh
Abu’l-Huda seems to lend futher support for Thomas Eich’s argument that sheikh Abu’l-
Huda’s influence in the palace circles and over the sovereign was waning after the turn of
the century. See Eich, Abi-l-Huda as-Sayyads, pp. 208-209.
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opponent drew a revolver on him.®*® His fall from grace, however, did
not last for long. In July 1904, there were reports in the international
press that Ali Samil Pasa had been arrested again in Istanbul.®*° This
information, however, appears to be incorrect, as a detailed report about
Ali Samil Paga’s activities in Uskiidar, authored by the local governor
(mutasarrf) Hamid Bey reached the Ottoman authorities in early
November 1904. The report does not provide any reason to assume that
Ali Samil Paga’s activities in Uskiidar had stopped at that point or that
he had in the recent past been penalized in any way.®®® Hamid Bey
complained that Ali Samil Paga constantly interfered with the affairs of
the local administration, putting pressure on local police officers and
other officials and harassing the population. He had his followers attack
insubordinate locals, along with their homes and families and was said
to illegally confiscate property and to arrest people in his own home. He
refused to turn over any of his men involved in these activities to the
Ottoman authorities for prosecution. According to Hamid Bey’s petition,
members of the military administration under Ali Samil Paga’s direct
command, as well as members of the community of porters (hamal) in
Haydarpasa were among his principal supporters.®®! It also emerges
from the descriptions of Hamid Bey that Ali Samil Paga and his
supporters acted as self-declared guardians of public morals, attempting
to restrict Muslim women from undertaking evening walks in

Fenerbahge.%6?

658 See Pester Lloyd, June 1, 1901, p. 6.

9 See Neues Wiener Tagblatt, July 12, 1904, p. 10.

0 The letter is preserved in the Ibrahim Hakki Konyahl Vakif Kiitiiphanesi ve Arsivi
(Istanbul), Nr. 1552, “Ali Samil Paga'min Uskiidar’daki fenaliklar1 hakkinda Divan1 Harbe
yazilan mektup,” 3 adet, Uskiidar mutasarrifi Hamid Bey to the divan-i harb-1 hususi riyaset-i
‘aliyesine, dated 23. Tisrin I. 1320 (November 4, 1904).

1 fbrahim Hakki Konyali, Nr. 1552, Hamid Bey to the divan-i harb-1 hususi riyaset-i
‘aliyesine.

%2 fbrahim Hakki Konyali, Nr. 1552, Hamid Bey to the divan-i harb-1 hususi riyaset-i
‘aliyesine.
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A rather desperate petition authored by a certain Tevfik Bey from
Kadikoy addressed to the sultan in August 1904, just weeks prior to
Hamid Bey’s intervention, sheds further light on Ali Samil Pasa’s
activities in the area:®%3 Tevfik Bey owned a coffee-shop and an adjacent
store, both situated in the Kosuyolu Caddesi in Uskiidar, not far from
the Haydarpasa train station. Ali Samil Pasa had his men attack and
demolish both businesses, and Tevfik Bey’s merchandise was plundered
in the process. The background of the attack becomes not entirely clear
from his petition, but Tevfik Bey mentions that Ali Samil Paga had also
demanded a considerable sum of money in cash from him, suggesting
that the incident was the result of an argument about protection money.
Tevfik Bey complained bitterly that, in summary, Ali Samil Paga did as

he pleased in Uskiidar, with no one in the position to keep him in check.

According to contemporary accounts, Ali Samil Paga was not only
interested in protection money, he was also keen to acquire real estate. A
dispute with the railway company in Uskiidar to this effect has already
been mentioned, and is reiterated in Hamid Pasa’s petition.®®* Ali Samil
Paga’s real estate ventures have left further traces in the Ottoman
archives: An incident which is mentioned repeatedly by contemporary
observers documents Ali Samil Paga’s interest in a particular piece of
property which was used as a local Muslim graveyard. On Ali Samil
Pasga’s initiative, the graveyard was demolished and trees on the spot
were cut down, possibly around 1904.%%> A woman called Fatima Hanim
claimed that Ali Samil Paga had illegally taken possession of her family

graveyard (“kabristan”) and appurtenant place of prayer (“namazgih”)

663 BOA, Y.PRK.AZ]J. 49.120, dated 18 C 1322 H (August 30, 1904).

6+ Ibrahim Hakki Konyali, Nr. 1552, Hamid Bey to the divan-i harb-1 hususi riyaset-i
‘aliyesine.

65 Thrahim Hakki Koyah Vakif Kiitiiphanesi ve Arsivi (Istanbul), Nr. 1552, “Ali Samil
Paga’'nin Uskiidar'daki fenaliklani hakkinda Divam1 Harbe yazilan mektup,” 3 adet,
Uskiidar mutasarnfi Hamid Bey to Divan- harb-1 husfisi riyaset-i ‘dliyesine, dated 23.
Tisrin 1. 1320 (04.11.1904).
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situated in Kadikdy, close to Bagdad Caddesi. Ali Samil Paga already
owned a plot of land adjacent to the graveyard and Fatima Hamm
accused him of bluntly disregarding the boundaries of his property. The
four houses Ali Samil had built for himself and each of his three
daughters were in part erected on Fatima Hanim’s property. To facilitate
construction works, Ali Samil had several tombstones torn down and
ordered more than two hundred fifty old cypress trees to be cut. The
tombstones were then brazenly reused for the walls of the newly built
houses.®®® Although Fatima Hanim and other neighbors who also felt
wronged by Ali Samil Paga’s building project voiced their complaints
from 1905 onwards,%’ he went through with his plans. It appears from
the later documentation that in spite of the unclear status of the

property, the four houses were in fact built there.

Other transactions of Ali Samil Paga, which also involve the acquisition
of property located in the same area, the Osman Aga Mabhallesi in
Kadikoy, show a similar pattern: In December 1905, the department of
financial affairs of the Council of State (sura-y1 devlet) was concerned
with one of these cases. In an auction, Ali Samil Paga had purchased the
rights to a plot of land which was part of the Sultan Selim-i Salis Han
Vakfi in Kadikdy. At first, he rented it. Then, however, Ali Samil Paga
had four stores (diikkan) built on the plot of the rented vakif land,
something that was considered highly unusual and would have required
special permission — which Ali Samil Pasa appears to have neglected to
obtain beforehand.®®® Nonetheless, the officials in the department of
financial affairs (maliye dairesi) allowed Ali Samil to use the land in this

way, reasoning that the plot had been vacant for some time and no

666 BOA, BEO. 3160.236932, dated 25 $ 1325 H (October 4, 1907).

7 BOA, Y.MTV. 271.67, 16 Z 1322 H (February 21, 1905).

8 BOA, 1.EV. 39.38 contains the proceedings of the meeting of the maliye dairesi on the
matter, dating from 28 Za 1323 H (December 26, 1905), where members seemed aware of
the unusual arrangement: “Esasen bu gibi arazi-y1 vakfiye {izerine bila me‘ziiniyet ebniye
ingasi gayr-1 $a’iz olmaguyla beraber ...”.
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previous owner could be identified. Ali Samil Paga’s investment, they
added, was going to be a “most useful” (enfa’) solution for the property

in question.

Two things can be deduced from these cases: First, from the turn of the
century onwards, Ali Samil Paga was influential enough to convince a
high Ottoman state institution like the Council of State to legalize
exceptions and deviations from regular proceedings in his case. It is
probably not irrelevant in this regard that Ali Samil’s brother Bedri Paga
Bedirhan was a member of the Council of State when the decisions
about Fatima Hamim’s land and the vakif property were made. Second,
Ali Samil Paga — who was described as ignorant and illiterate by his
contemporaries — seems to have had a fine sense for lucrative
investments. He had no doubt realized that parts of Kadikdy and
Uskiidar were experiencing growth and gentrification around the turn of
the century: With the railway line connecting areas further out to the
Haydarpaga station and from there, by boat, on to the administrative
heart of Istanbul and the Bab-1 ‘ali, wealthy Ottoman officials and
merchants moved to the outskirts, building their summer houses and
mansions there, amongst lush gardens and wastelands. Prices for
property were on the rise, and additional infrastructure like stores or
warehouses seemed an attractive investment case, for Ali Samil Paga and
others. As local strongman backed by the Ottoman military
administration and his personal following among Kurdish urban poor,
Ali Samil Paga had the means to acquire valuable land on his own terms,
as the cases of the vakif and also his resolute course of action in the case

of the family graveyard of Fatima Hanim demonstrate.

After 1906, when he was prominently involved in the murder of the
prefect of Istanbul Ridvan Paga, Ali Samil Paga’s fortunes changed
irretrievably: In 1907, when the Ottoman authorities looked into the

issue of Fatima Hanim’s graveyard again, the balance of power had
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shifted: Ali Samil Paga, formerly virtually unassailable in Kadikéy and
Uskiidar, had by then been tried for his involvement in the murder of
Ridvan Paga and was exiled to Ta‘if in Yemen. Formerly influential
family members, notably Bedri Paga Bedirhan, who had been a
representative in the Ottoman Council of State, were also no longer in
office. Conveniently for the plaintiff, the question of Ali Samil Paga’s
illegal infringement on the property of Fatima Hanim was reinvestigated
at that point. Engineers were sent to the scene to survey the property and
draw up a detailed map. Based on these investigations, the Council of
State now came to the conclusion that Ali Samil Paga’s houses had in
fact been built on Fatima Hamim’s land unlawfully. Consequently, the
buildings had to be torn down and the place was to be returned to his
former state.°®® The result of the court case illustrates clearly that the
events of 1906 deeply affected the opportunity structures and leverage
the Bedirhani family had in Istanbul. In December 1907, were reports
that Ali Samil Pasa had died in captivity reached the Ottoman capital.®’°
After the Constitutional Revolution in 1908, his remains were
transferred to Istanbul to be buried at the Karacaahmet cemetery
there.®’! In September 1908, however, Kurds in Istanbul were still
demonstrating for the release of Ali Samil Paga and his return from

exile.6”2

In sum, Ali Samil Paga’s activities in Istanbul prior to 1906 can be read
as the — fairly successful — career of a local strongman. What is termed
as typical “derebey behavior” by Ali Samil Paga’s contemporaries like

Halide Edip has since been analyzed under the phenomenon of qabaday

669 See BOA, Y.MTV. 271.67, 16 Z 1322 H (February 21, 1905), contains as ek 3 the
decision of the Council of State on the matter.

670 See Neues Wiener Journal, December 13, 1907, p. 5.

71 Malmisanij [Mehmet Tayfun], Cizira Botanl, p. 113.

672 See Neues Wiener Journal, September 14, 1908, p. 5.
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power politics by Michael Johnson and other social anthropologists.®”3

Typically for a qabaday figure, Ali Samil Pasa wielded considerable
influence over a community of urban poor, in his case Kurdish migrant
workers employed chiefly as porters in the docks and transportation
hubs of Istanbul. He took care of his clients within this community by
distributing favors and employment opportunities and also by
intervening with the local authorities of their behalf. Ali Samil Paga was,
in turn, respected by his clients and able to mobilize them as an
irregular fighting force, for instance in the event of protests or to settle
local disputes to his advantage. Very probably, Ali Samil Pasa had
obtained the rights, in the form of a commission from the Ottoman
government, on a particular service like the unloading of boats in the
harbor of Kadikdy or at the Haydarpaga station. He used his exclusive
access to employment in these areas to distribute jobs among his client
base of Kurdish workers, which would explain the quasi-monopoly of the
Kurds on this particular kind of job around the turn of the century.
Other local patrons and strongman, however, rivaled with Ali $amil Paga
over access to this resource of distributable employment, as they
intended to build their own power base and bind clients to them. Ridvan
Paga, in particular, the prefect of Istanbul, emerged as an opposing local
strongman: He had access to employment opportunities in the
municipality and in turn mobilized gangs of street cleaners as his
dispute with the Bedirhani family escalated. His proceedings indicate
that Ridvan Paga, much like Ali Samil Paga Bedirhan, had a community
of urban poor at his disposal that he was able to mobilize on his behalf.

This sheds some additional light on the rivalry between Ridvan Paga and

%73 Michael Johnson, Class and Client in Beirut (London et al.: Tthaca Press, 1986), pp. 20-21.
If Ali Samil Pasa is recognized as being in a position equivalent to that of the gabadays, the
mobilizers and brokers in Lebanese patronage networks studied by Michael Johnson, this
begs one questions: Who, then, is Ali Samil Paga’s patron, his za‘im in Johnson’s
terminology, for whom did he mobilize support? While the wider network structures Ali
Samil Paga operated in are still not entirely clear to me, the odds point strongly towards
Tahsin Pasa as his patron and zaim around the turn of the century.
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the Bedirhani family, as a fight for spoils and influence in the city. The
conflict culminated in the murder of Ridvan Pasa in the spring of 1906,
the background of which will be the subject of closer analysis in the

following chapter.

4. Members of the Bedirhani Family “in Transition”

The previous chapter introduced Bedri Paga and Ali Samil Paga
Bedirhan as senior members of the Bedirhani family and successful
actors within the Ottoman bureaucracy and military, respectively. The
end of the Hamidian era and the collapse of the Ottoman imperial
system confronted family members with new challenges — this period,
however, also held some opportunity for some among them who had
previously been sidelined by patriarchal family structures and already-
established networks of the family into the imperial elite and palace
circles. To start off my deliberations on members of the Bedirhani
family who had to navigate the period of change and upheaval, which
began for the Bedirhanis in 1906 and intensified after the Constitutional
Revolution of 1908 and again after 1918, I focus on Mehmed Salih Bey,
son-in-law of the notorious Bedri Paga Bedirhan and hopeful, yet
ultimately unsuccessful, Ottoman bureaucrat. In a second step, I then
look into the biographies of other family members who chose similar
trajectories. It will become clear that although often cited in later
historiography on the Bedirhani family, the role of family members in
the Young Turk opposition was marginal and very ambiguous. I then
look into the events around the murder of Ridvan Paga, which
constituted a turning point in the relations between the Bedirhani family
and the Ottoman state. To conclude the chapter, I trace one of the
protagonists of the court case against the family, Abdiirrezzak Bey, after

his return from exile in 1910. Similar to the example of Mehmed Salih
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Bey, it will be demonstrated that the ways in Abdurrezzak Bey’s
biography has been told were impacted by concerns of later nationalist
historiography, to the point of making him the protagonist of an
uprising in Bitlis which he had, judging from contemporary sources,

next to nothing to do with.

4.1. Members of the Bedirhani Family in Opposition to Sultan
Abdiilhamid 11

Literature about the trajectory of the Bedirhanis after in the period of
transition between 1906 and 1918 often leaves its readers with some
confusion: Did the family — which I have just introduced as led by Bedri
Pasa and Ali Samil Pasa in the late 19% century, two staunch supporters
and beneficiaries of the Hamidian government — indeed turn around
completely and support the CUP movement from 1908 onwards or, as
some researchers have argued, even before that?®’* Tt seems that the
situation was much more complicated: My research has shown that only
a very small faction among the Bedirhanis had reason to support the
Young Turk movement in the late 19" and early 20® century. In
retrospect and from the perspective of Kurdish-nationalist
historiography, however, the connection to the opposition against the
autocratic rule of Sultan Abdiilhamid II emerged as a key element in the
narrative of the family’s history. It went together well with the way in
which some family members from the early 20" century onwards, in

particularly the descendants of Emin Ali Bey Bedirhan,®”® cast

7+ For example Birgit Ammann, ,Prinz Kamuran Ali Bedirhan - Wegbereiter der
kurdischen Diaspora in Europa,“ in: Berliner Gesellschaft zur Férderung der Kurdologie
(ed.), Das Kurdische Berlin (Berlin, 2003), pp. 46-47, Chris Kutschera. Le Mouvement
National Kurde (Paris: Flammarion, 1979), p. 19, and more recently Djene Rhys Bajalan,
“Early Kurdish ‘Nationalists’ and the Emergence of Modern Kurdish Identity Politics,” in:
Fevzi Bilgin (ed.), Understanding Turkey’s Kurdish Questions (Lanham et al.: Lexington
Books, 2013), p. 13, who has Osman Bedirhan down as a CUP supporter.

675 See my discussion in chapter 5.
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themselves as reformers and modernizers, putting an emphasis on an
alleged family legacy of exile and political opposition. Thus, the
considerable imperial success and involvement — which had been a
reality and a recipe for success for the great majority of an earlier
generation of the Bedirhani family - were glossed over in later
historiography. They were replaced by the experiences of a very small
minority of family members, among them Mehmed Salih Bey, Mikdat
Midhat Paga and Abdurrahman Bey Bedirhan, who were indeed active in
the opposition against Abdiilhamid II. Their experience, however, was
not representative for the Bedirhani family on the whole.®’® This
particular turn in later historiography has to be kept in mind when
analyzing Mehmed Salih Bedirhan’s trajectory. Not only his biography
as such, but also the transmission and rediscovery of his story in the late

20™ century are therefore subjects of the following analysis.

4.2. The Example of Mehmed Salih Bey Bedirhan®’

Mehmed Salih Bedirhan, who lived between 1873/74 and 1915, was by
no means a prominent political actor of the late Ottoman period. He was
an Ottoman official of minor importance and influence, employed in the
provincial administration in different parts of the empire over the late
19" and early 20" centuries. Nevertheless, his life provides an
illustrative example of an ‘imperial career,’” in the sense that the actions

he took and the hopes he cherished were firmly embedded in the context

676 In addition, it needs to be recalled that the Bedirhani family did not function as a
homogeneous entity, but was marked by internal divisions. Some of these divisions were
surely cultivated for tactical reasons, enabling the family to “have a foot in every camp,”
others were born out of actual rivalry and competition among the different branches of the
extended family.

77 An earlier version of this chapter was published as Barbara Henning, “A passionate
Ottoman in late 19th century Damascus: Mehmed Salih Bedirhan’s autobiographical
writing in the context of the Ottoman-Kurdish Bedirhani family,” in: Martin Aust & F.
Benjamin Schenk (eds.), Imperial Subjects. Autobiographische Praxis in den Vielvilkerreichen
der Romanovs, Habsburger und Osmanen im 19. und frithen 20. Jahrhundert (Koln: Béhlau
Verlag, 2015), pp. 233-254.
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of empire. He was shaping his imperial life-world, while at the same
time the context of empire informed and restricted his personal and
professional trajectory.®’® In the following section, I take a closer look at
Mehmed Salih Bey and his writings, proceeding in three steps, first of
all briefly presenting him and what is known about his biography and
locating him in the context of the wider Bedirhani family. In a second
step, I turn to the text itself and the particular background of its
publication and edition in the early 1990s. And finally, [ am interested in
the connections between Mehmed Salih’s personal trajectory and the

imperial framework.

Mehmed Salih’s career can be called imperial in several respects: On the
one hand, his trajectory provides ample evidence of an imperial mobility,
beginning already in his early childhood. From his writings, one can
gather how movement of people across the Ottoman Empire was
facilitated, that is in Mehmed Salih Bey’s case through the activation of a
network of solidarity based on family connections that spanned virtually
the entire imperial space and connected the provinces to the imperial
capital, as well as different regions among each other. On the other
hand, his writings reveal a strong imperial ambition. Mehmed Salih Bey
struggled to get an education which would allow him to succeed as an
Ottoman official and advance into the higher ranks of the imperial
bureaucracy. This ambition was cut short by leading members of his
own family: His maternal uncle and later father-in-law Bedri Paga
Bedirhan in particular had other plans for him. In spite of this setback,
the prestige culture of Ottoman officialdom, secular western education
and urban bureaucracy remained a crucial framework of reference for
Mehmed Salih Bey, which he used to position and define himself in the
late Ottoman society. However, not only Mehmed Salih Bey’s ambitions

but also the eventual frustration of his personal and professional

78 Drawing on David Lambert & Alan Lester (eds.), Colonial Lives Across the British Empire:
Imperial Careering in the Long Nineteenth Century (Cambridge Univ. Press, 2006), pp. 1-3.
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aspirations constituted an imperial aspect of his biography. Conflicting
mechanisms of empire made and unmade his career, encouraging his
personal ambition — but in turn also constraining him, as collective
identities and responsibilities were projected onto him as an individual.
Thus, Mehmed Salih Bey’s trajectory reflects the relationship between
the imperial framework and the collective of the Bedirhani family with
some of its complexities and contradictions. It also illustrates the
spectrum of options and strategies available to him in his attempts to

succeed or at least get by as an imperial subject.

A closer look at Mehmed Salih Bey’s biography further illustrates some
of the aspects mentioned above: Mehmed Salih Bey was born in 1873/74
in Latakia.®”® At this time, many of his senior relatives were employed in
the Ottoman administration, both as low-ranking provincial officials and
among the more prominent political players in the imperial capital and
provincial centers. The already mentioned Bedri Paga Bedirhan had
become the head of the family in Syria in the late 19" century. As the
previous chapter has illustrated, Bedri Paga was well connected both in
the province of Syria and in the Ottoman capital. During his two terms
in office as governor (mutasarrif) of the Hawran district, Bedri Paga
provided a number of his relatives with employment in the lower ranks
of the Syrian provincial administration. Among those taken under his
wing were Mehmed Salih Bey’s father and later also Mehmed Salih
himself. Being part of the well-oiled patronage network of Bedri Paga’s,
however, came at the price of submitting to his authority. Mehmed Salih
Bey’s father, Mahmud izzet Bedirhan (d. 1911), was one of Bedri Paga’s
cousins. He served in the Ottoman provincial administration in a village
near Latakia in Syria when his first son was born.®®® Mehmed Salih

Bey’s mother Leyla was a daughter of Emir Bedirhan. She died when

7 Uzun & Bedir-Han, Defter-i A’malm, p. 30. In the text, the editors converted the year
given by Mehmed Salih Bey, 1290 M, mistakenly to 1873.
80 Uzun & Bedir-Han, Defter-i A’'malm, pp. 30-31.
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Mehmed Salih Bey was only five years old.®®! While the father was
traveling and transferring between posts throughout the empire and
remained a distant figure in the childhood memories of his son,
Mehmed Salih Bey was brought up by his maternal grandmother Rugen
(ca. 1813-1895), widow of the late Emir Bedirhan. Mehmed Salih Bey’s
father married again soon after the death of his first wife. This marriage
did not meet with Mehmed Salih Bey’s approval and further alienated

father and son.%82

Mehmed Salih Bey spent his childhood traveling quite extensively
throughout the Ottoman Empire in the company of his grandmother
Rugen, visiting and living with different maternal relatives and their
families for some time, then moving on again. Their itinerary illustrates
the empire-wide network of the Bedirhani family that came to function
as a network of solidarity for the half-orphaned Mehmed Salih and his
widowed grandmother. In his teens, Mehmed Salih Bey received a solid
education in various Ottoman state schools in Istanbul and Damascus.
For a short time, he also attended the Alliance Israélite school in
Jerusalem. Mehmed Salih Bey’s brief stay in Jerusalem constituted an
early attempt to seek support outside of the network of his powerful
relative Bedri Paga: An uncle took care of him in Jerusalem and even
offered to pay the fees for his higher education. Nothing, however, came
of these plans.®®® While Mehmed Salih himself hoped to continue his
studies at the miilkiye, the prestigious Ottoman school for bureaucrats in
Istanbul, his family thought differently about his future. In 1891, he was
urged to marry his cousin, a girl named Samiye.*®* After their marriage,
the couple lived in the household and thus under close control of

Samiye’s father Bedri Paga Bedirhan, at the time an influential notable

81 Uzun & Bedir-Han, Defter-i A’ma.
82 Uzun & Bedir-Han, Defter-i A’ma.
83 Uzun & Bedir-Han, Defter-i A’ma.
8 Uzun & Bedir-Han, Defter-i A’ma.
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in Ottoman Syria and the key authority figure in the Bedirhani family.*%

When Bedri Paga was appointed as governor in the Hawran for the
second time in 1894, Mehmed Salih Bey accompanied him as a low-level
official.®®¢ Later, he was deployed as a curator of one of Bedri Pasa’s

properties in the area of Baalbek.%%”

Mehmed Salih Bey’s own writing does not provide any information
concerning the time period from the mid-1890s to 1914, but it emerges
from the biography of his daughter Rugen Bedirhan (1909-1992) that
Mehmed Salih Bey remained active in the lower ranks of the Ottoman
bureaucracy in Syria and was later transferred to Kayseri.®®® During
these years, he continued to stay close to his father-in-law Bedri Paga. In
the spring of 1906, in the aftermath of the assassination of Ridvan Pasa,
the entire Bedirhani family faced repercussions. Mehmed Salih Bey
seems to have left the province of Syria and accompanied Bedri Pasa
into exile to the island of Rhodes. His memoirs, at least in their
published form, however, are silent about this unsettled period of his
life. The fact that Mehmed Salih Bey still strongly identified with the
Ottoman Empire when he resumed his notes in 1914 indicates that
being sent into exile in 1906 did, in retrospect, not constitute a
meaningful break for him in his commitment to the Ottoman imperial
state. After 1900, it appears that Mehmed Salih Bey became increasingly
politicized and critical of the authoritarian rule of Sultan Abdiilhamid II.

He founded and published the oppositional journal Umid (‘hope’) in

5 This was an exceptional, albeit not completely unknown arrangement:
“Exceptionnellement, 3 Damas et 3 Alep, il [the son-in-law, BH] peut habiter chez ses
beaux-parents, surtout si sa femme est fille unique,” writes Kazem Daghestani in his
Etudes Sociologiques, p. 58. Daghestani stresses, however, that for a groom, moving in with
the family of his wife would have been an urban and middle-class phenomenon, avoided
and looked down upon by Kurdish, Turkmen or Bedouin members of the largely tribally
organized Syrian society. The arrangement can thus be read as a further indication of the
Ottomanization of the Bedirhani family.

68 Uzun & Bedir-Han, Defter-i A’'malm, pp. 60-63.

7 Uzun & Bedir-Han, Defter-i A'mahm, p. 82.

688 Malmisanij [Mehmet Tayfun], Cizira Botanl, pp. 191-192.
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Egypt, and the distribution of his writings was prohibited in the
Ottoman Empire.(’89 From 1913 onwards, he was a contributor for the
Ottoman-Kurdish periodicals Roji Kurd and Yekbéin. His articles in
Ottoman Turkish and Kurdish in these publications were chiefly
concerned with the question of education of the Ottoman-Kurdish
youth.®®® In 1914, Mehmed Salih Bey had returned from Egypt. After
Bedri Paga had passed away, he headed to izmir.**! When the Ottoman
Empire was about to enter the First World War, Mehmed Salih Bey was
back in Syria: In Damascus, he was aiding Abdurrahman Paga Yusuf,
one of the most prominent Kurdish notables of the city, in his effort to
raise Kurdish irregulars for the 4™ Ottoman army.®? These irregulars
were to fight under the command of Cemal Paga in the attack on the
Suez Canal.®®® In March 1915, at age forty-two, Mehmed Salih Bey

suddenly passed away, succumbing to typhoid fever in Damascus. While

89 See BOA, Y.PRK.UM. 51.70 (Agustos 1316 / August 1900). An Ottoman-Kurdish
student association called “Hévi,” the Kurdish equivalent to Umid / hope was founded in
Istanbul in 1912. Apart from his contributions to Roji Kurd and Yekbiin, which were
published by Hévi, Mehmed Salih Bey seems not to have been actively involved with this
Istanbul-based association, and it is unclear to me if the similar choice of names is a
coincidence or contains a reference of some sort. For Hévi, see Malmisanij [Mehmed
Tayfun], Kiirt Talebe Hévi Cemiyeti. Ik Legal Kiirt Ogrenci Dernei (Istanbul: Avesta
Yayinlar1 2002).

60 The published edition of Mehmed Salih Bey’s memoirs contains an appendix with
some of his articles for Roji Kurd, see Uzun & Bedir-Han, Defter-i A’malim, pp. 107-120.

1 Uzun & Bedir-Han, Defter-i A’'mahm, p. 87.

92 Uzun & Bedir-Han, Defter-i A’'mahm, p. 86.

83 Freiherr Kress von Kressenstein described the preparations of the campaign in
Damascus. He noted that numerous units of irregulars were mobilized to join the standing
army, among them local Bedouins and fighters from Macedonia. He also pointed out that
the Ottoman soldiers and irregulars alike were fairly well-equipped, but lacked sufficient
training. A crucial problem von Kressenstein saw was that while the officers of the
Ottoman command communicated in Ottoman Turkish only, the great majority of the
troops was made up of Arabic speakers. Communication, it can be deduced from von
Kressenstein’s account, was a major problem and individuals like Mehmed Salih Bey, who
knew both Ottoman Turkish and Arabic, were in high demand and had to serve as
interpreters. See Friedrich Freiherr Kress von Kressenstein, Mit den Tiirken zum Suezkanal
(Berlin: Josef Krumbach, 1938), pp. 28-45. While von Kressenstein did not explicitly
mention any involvement of Kurdish soldiers in the campaign, the commander Cemal
Paga himself mentioned in his memoirs how he inspected a unit of Kurdish fighters in
Aleppo under the command of a certain Fahri Bey, see Djemal Pascha, Erinnerungen
(Miinchen: Drei Masken Verlag, 1922), pp. 150-151.
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his childhood years and early youth take up the major part of the
published memoir, Mehmed Salih Bey’s activities as a journalist in
opposition to the regime of Abdiilhamid II and later as a contributor to
the debate about the situation of the Kurds in the Ottoman Empire are
not a prominent subject in the published version of his writings.
Keeping in mind that the text was issued for publication in the early
1990s, in the context of an increased interest of a predominantly Kurdish
audience in the history of the early Kurdish nationalist movement and
its protagonists, the focus of the text on the private instead of the
political life of Mehmed Salih Bey is somewhat unexpected. In the
following section, a closer look at the origins as well as the edition and

publication of the text attempts to shed further light on this issue.

Mehmed Salih Bedirhan caught my attention because — contrary to
many other, arguably more politically active and socially or economically
prominent members of the Bedirhani family — he wrote about himself
and his life. Excerpts from his writings have been preserved, albeit in a
single, rather particular edition. The autobiographical text is colorful and
multifaceted, it introduces Mehmed Salih Bey and his personal
trajectory, depicts his ambitions, his dreams and disappointments and
offers a glimpse of his ideas about his own, complex Ottoman-Kurdish
imperial identity. For a number of reasons, Mehmed Salih Bey’s
recollections constitute an interesting body of writing: First of all, the
author’s timing for writing up his memoirs is auspicious: He did so over
an extended period of time prior to the outbreak of the First World War.
At a time, in other words, when Kurdish nationalist ambitions,
discussions about independence or autonomy of a Kurdish nation state
as well as Kurdish resistance to the Turkish-Kemalist political project

were not on the horizon yet.** In late 19 century Syria, Mehmed Salih

8* Hakan Ozoglu, Kurdish Notables and the Ottoman State: Evolving Identities, Competing
Loyalties, and Shifting Boundaries (New York: State Univ. of New York Press, 2004), pp. 69—
72.
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Bey was writing and thinking about himself in an Ottoman imperial
framework, negotiating Kurdish, Ottoman as well as religious, social and
cultural aspects of his identity and adding to all of this the particular
background of his family, the Bedirhanis. In 1915, shortly after the
Ottoman Empire had entered the First World War, Mehmed Salih Bey
passed away. Contrary to many of his contemporaries, who would write
about the late Ottoman period in retrospect or later revise and edit their
memoirs from late Ottoman times, influenced by newly emerging
discourses of ethnic nationalism and nationalist historiography,
Mehmed Salih Bey never had a chance to come back and alter his initial
text. He died an imperial official and remained, in his own words, a
‘passionate Ottoman’ throughout his entire life.®”> Secondly, it has
already been indicated that unlike his uncle and father-in-law Bedri Paga,
Mehmed Salih Bey was not a high-level Ottoman official or influential
policy maker. Rather, he was a state servant like there were many others,
a bureaucrat of average importance. Yet, his perspective is not to be
dismissed, on the contrary: His writings about his activities and his
observations in the Ottoman province of Syria and in the district of
Hawran in particular contribute an actor’s point of view on processes of
Ottoman state centralization in the later 19" century which have so far
most extensively been studied from the macro-perspective of social and

economic history.®”® Mehmed Salih Bey’s account provides an

5 Uzun & Bedir-Han, Defter-i A’'malm, p. 85, “Beni Osmanhligimin hayatiyla rabitadar
edecek marazi bir agk vardir.”

6 Examples for this approach include Philip Khoury, Urban Notables and Arab
Nationalism. The Politics of Damascus 1860-1920 (Cambridge Univ. Press, 1983); Linda
Schatkowski Schilcher, Families in Politics. Damascene Factions and Estates of the 18" and
19" Centuries (Stuttgart: Steiner, 1985); and idem, “Violence in Rural Syria in the 1880s
and 1890s: State Centralization, Rural Integration and the World Market,” in: Farhad
Kazemi & John Waterbury (eds.), Peasants and Politics in the Modern Middle East (Miami,
Florida International Univ. Press, 1991), pp. 50-84; Birgit Schibler, Aufstinde im
Drusenbergland. Ethnizitit und Integration einer lindlichen Gesellschaft Syriens vom
Osmanischen Reich bis zur staatlichen Unabhingigkeit (Gotha: Perthes, 1996); Hanna Batatu,
Syria’s Peasantry, the Descendants of Its Lesser Rural Notables, and Their Politics (Princeton
Univ. Press, 1999); Max L. Gross, Ottoman Rule in the Province of Damascus 2 vols. Diss.
Georgetown Univ, 1979; Martha Mundy & Richard Saumarez Smith, Governing Property,
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opportunity to bring an individual perspective, in his case not of a
prominent decision maker but of a practitioner of empire, back into the

analysis of these processes.®®’

Mehmed Salih Bedirhan’s autobiographical writings were read, re-
evaluated and commented upon after his death. The text in its published
form does therefore not only tell us about ideas Mehmed Salih Bey had
about himself, but also opens up a discussion about the image some of
his descendants wanted to convey of him and his role in the family’s
history as they edited and published the text in the early 1990s. An
investigation of this attempt to translate an imperial career into the logic
of Kurdish nationalist historiography shifts the focus from Mehmed
Salih Bey’s own rendering of an imperial expert’s life to the making of an
early pioneer of Kurdish nationalism by some of his descendants. What
Mehmed Salih Bey has written is not a memoir or an autobiography in
the narrower sense of the term — at least not in the form in which it was
made available to a wider audience, first in 1992 in a serial for Ozgiir
Giindem, a daily newspaper in Turkey, issued in Turkish language but
mainly reaching out to a Kurdish readership, and later as a separate
booklet with extensive footnotes, edited by Mehmed Salih’s daughter
Rusgen Bedirhan and Mehmed Uzun, a renowned Kurdish writer.?8 The

original text was written in Ottoman Turkish. Today, it is available not in

Making the Modern State. Law, Administration and Production in Ottoman Syria (London et
al.: I.B. Tauris, 2007); among others.

87 Albert Hourani, “How Should We Write the History of the Middle East?” In:
International Journal of Middle Eastern Studies 23 (1991), pp. 125-136, see also Geoffrey
Wolff, “Minor Lives,” in: Marc Pachter (ed.), Telling Lives. The Biographer’s Art
(Philadelphia: Univ. of Pennsylvania Press, 1981), pp. 57-72.

68 The text first appeared as a serial in Ozgiir Giindem (Istanbul, November 26 to
December 3, 1992) under the title “Hatiratim yahut defter-i A’'malim.” This version only
includes the memoirs of Mehmed Salih up until his move to Baalbek in the mid-1890s. I
have been able to consult the respective copies of Ozgiir Giindem in the archives of the
Atatiirk Kitaphg1 in Istanbul. An extended version of his memoirs which included
additional autobiographical fragments from 1914/15 and reprints of articles authored by
Mehmed Salih Bey in the early 20® century and was published as Uzun & Bedir-Han,
Defter-i A’malim in 1998.
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its original Ottoman version but in the form of a transcription into
modern Turkish, provided by the two editors. The extent to which the
editors have made changes in the original is difficult to evaluate. Any
information about Mehmed Salih Bey is certainly filtered through their
particular perspective, which is firmly rooted in Kurdish nationalist
historiography. The editors’ choices, comments and footnotes on the text
reflect a particular discourse on Kurdish history and bespeak a
projection of categories of Kurdish national identity back into late
Ottoman times. In spite of these limitations, it is possible to obtain
valuable information about Mehmed Salih Bey’s imperial life-world and

his late Ottoman world-views from the edition of the text.

It is not easy to resolve when exactly Defer-i A’'malim was written. I
would argue that the text consists of a number of autobiographical
fragments, written at different times (roughly between 1909 and 1915),
and with different intentions in mind. The editors chose to join a
number of textual fragments from the personal papers left behind by
Mehmed Salih Bey, quite possibly leaving out other elements that did
not fit their preferred historical narrative. Evidence for such omissions
can be found in the published version of the text itself, where an excerpt
from the original Ottoman memoirs is reproduced.®®® In the excerpt,
Mehmed Salih Bey sketches out the contents of his recollections, and
gives a list of events that he intends to write about. Some of these,
however, are never mentioned again in the published text — these parts
might have never been written, they might have been lost at some later
date, or the editors might have decided not to include them. The textual
fragments that were included in the edition differ in character: The first
and in the edition most extensive part is an autobiographical account

written in retrospect, most probably in 1909.7%° Here, Mehmed Salih Bey

9 Uzun & Bedir-Han, Defier-i A’'malm, pp. 17-19.
7% This can be gathered from the published text itself, where the date 15.05.1327
(according to the lunar Islamic calender, corresponding to June 4, 1909) is mentioned. The
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writes about his childhood years and his life as a young man in the
1880s and 1890s. In 1893, his writings are interrupted, quite suddenly
and without further explanation. They resume in the fall of 1914, when
Mehmed Salih Bey was involved in the recruitment of irregular Kurdish
fighters for the Ottoman army in Damascus. After an introduction, an
extensive general comment on current events, this second, shorter part
of his writings was composed on a daily basis, evoking the style of a

diary.

Such changes and irregularities make it difficult to clearly situate the text
in one genre or another.”’! What awaits the reader in Defter-i A’mahm is
not a high-level bureaucrat’s account of his public activities. There are
examples for this kind of autobiographical writing, especially after 1908,
and these texts might have even served as models and inspiration for
Mehmed Salih Bey. His own account, however, is strikingly private in
nature. He writes about his hopes and disappointments, his ambitions
and frustrations. He is very critical of himself and writes in an emotional
manner about the loss of relatives who were dear to him and about his
devotion and friendship to a female cousin who died at a young age.”®?
This inward perspective, suggesting that the text was in large parts
written for his immediate relatives, probably his children, is a

703

particularity of the source.”’’> Mehmed Salih Bey comments on the

Constitutional Revolution of 1908 and the subsequent abdication of Sultan Abdiilhamid II
in 1909 might have appeared as meaningful breaks to Mehmed Salih Bey, prompting him
to reflect on his own role in these events as well as on the past in general.

71 However, being interested in processes of transition rather than the study of
autobiographical accounts as literary compositions, I hope to set aside the genre question
by merely pointing out that all fragments of the text can be subsumed under the category
of ego-documents, that is texts which contain any kind of statements about the self, about
past life experiences, social knowledge as well as the writer’s expectations for the future,
see Winfried Schulze (ed.), Ego-Dokumente. Anndiherung an den Menschen (Berlin:
Akademie Verlag,1996), p. 28, see my introduction for a discussion.

72 Uzun & Bedir-Han, Defier-i A’'malm, pp. 71-72.

79 Alan Duben & Cem Behar, Istanbul Households. Marriage, Family and Fertility 1880 —
1940 (Cambridge Univ. Press, 1991), p. 22 come to the conclusion that family and private
life are subjects that rarely figure prominently in Ottoman memoirs.
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intention of his writings in his preface: He expresses the hope that his
recollections can provide instructive and inspiring lessons and examples

to his descendants.”%*

Although he was writing at a period of time when breaking away from
the Ottoman Empire was a prospect conceivable for some actors, in
particular members of minority communities, Mehmed Salih’s memoirs
contain a commitment to an Ottoman imperial identity. The
prominence of this commitment, made in the introduction to the second
part of his memoirs that begin in 1914,7% is at odds with the nationalist
discourse on Kurdish history prevalent in the late 20™ century, at the
time when the text was published.” In the 1990s, the public interest in
the protagonists of the early Kurdish nationalist movement was on the
increase, as works on popular history and also historical fiction —
published both within Turkey and in the Kurdish exile community in
Europe — indicate.”” Writing about Kurdish history and its protagonists,
also in Kurdish language, became possible as the public discourse on
minorities in Turkey shifted during the 1990s.”% In the wake of this
general curiosity about Kurdish national history, Celadet Bedirhan, a
political activist who had died in exile in Syria in 1951, attracted the
attention of the Kurdish novelist Mehmed Uzun. Based on a number of
extensive interviews with Celadet’s wife Rugen Bedirhan, Uzun wrote a

fictionalized biography of Celadet Bedirhan in Kurdish language. The

7% Uzun & Bedir-Han, Defter-i A’'mahm, p. 19.

7% Uzun & Bedir-Han, Defter-i A’'mahm, p. 85.

7% This might constitute one of the reasons why the initial serial in Ozgiir Giindem did not
include the writings from 1914/15.

77 Examples include the work of Malmisanij [Mehmed Tayfun], first published in Sweden,
as well as Mehmed Uzun’s fictionalized life stories of the Kurdish nationalist activists
Memduh Selim and Celadet Bedirhan, respectively, cf. Mehmed Uzun, Siya Eviné
(Stockholm: Orfeus, 1989), and idem, Bira Qederé: Roman (Istanbul: Avesta Yaynlar,
1995). In 1996, Avesta Yayinlari, a publishing house with a focus on Kurdish literature and
history, was founded in Istanbul.

798 Clémence Scalbert-Yiicel, “Emergence and Equivocal Autonomization of a Kurdish
Literary Field in Turkey.” In: Nationalities Papers 40.3 (2012), pp. 357-372. See also chapter
7, on Leyla Bedirhan.
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rediscovery of Rugen’s father, Mehmed Salih Bedirhan, and his
autobiographical account happened in the context of Uzun’s work on
Celadet Bedirhan, a much more prominent figure in Kurdish nationalist
history. It remains difficult to reconcile the account of the self-
proclaimed ‘passionate Ottoman’ and Ottoman-Kurdish intellectual
Mehmed Salih Bey with an anachronistic 20%-century historical
narrative that assumes an early and definite break between an
oppressive Ottoman state and a fairly homogeneous Kurdish opposition
struggling for national independence. But as their extensive footnotes
and the additional material added to Mehmed Salih Bey’s account
illustrate, the editors meant for Defter-i A’'malim to be read as a preface to
a specific narrative of Kurdish national history which emphasized both
the long tradition of Kurdish nationalist activity, reaching far back into
Ottoman times, and the particular historical claim of the Bedirhani

family to leadership within the Kurdish independence movement.

Reading Mehmed Salih Bey’s account with the particular perspective of
his editors in mind brings a number of tensions between the actual text
and the Kurdish nationalist historical narrative into view: The first of
these tensions concerns space. Mehmed Salih Bey’s trajectory plays out
on an imperial scale, rather than being exclusively focused on the
Kurdish homeland. Instead of chronological references, space and
movement structure large parts of the memories of Mehmed Salih Bey,
especially as far as his childhood-years are concerned. From a very young
age, he was on the move throughout the Ottoman Empire, traveling in
the company of his grandmother. During these years, relying on the
solidarity network of his family, Mehmed Salih Bey came to experience
the imperial scale of the life-world he was growing up in. His family’s
network spanned the entire Ottoman province of Syria: Mehmed Salih
Bey’s travels led him over the years from his birthplace in Latakia to
Damascus, and later on to Beirut and Jerusalem. The Bedirhani family’s

network equally included provincial spaces further off, taking Mehmed
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Salih Bey for example to the Aegean island of Limnos, where he
attended primary school.”” He also spent time in the imperial capital
Istanbul on several occasions. In addition, the homeland and place of
origin of the Bedirhani family, the Emirate of Bohtan in Eastern Anatolia
and its capital Cizre played a role on Mehmed Salih Bey’s mental map of
the empire.”!? The land of his ancestors was a place that he never set foot
on himself, as the family was prohibited to return there after 1847, but
that was continuously remembered by his senior family members and
thus figured prominently as an imagined space in his own memories.
Kurdish, the language of his grandmother and his childhood,

constituted an important link to this place of origin.

A second tension between the Kurdish nationalist historiographical
narrative of the late 20" century and Mehmed Salih Bey’s account
concerns his ambitions and hopes for the future: Quite possibly
informed by the imperial dimension of his childhood and early youth,
the empire became the framework for Mehmed Salih Bey’s professional
ambitions. In his writings, he devoted considerable space to the
description of his hopes to become a high-level Ottoman state official.
Early on, he claims in his recollections, he realized that the road to
success in the imperial system must lead through education. It was
therefore imperative for him to continue his studies at the Ottoman
imperial school for bureaucrats, the miilkiye.”!! Behind this vision of
imperial success that Mehmed Salih subscribed to and worked actively

towards lay a deep conviction to individualism and the value of personal

79 Uzun & Bedir-Han, Defter-i A'malm, pp. 35-40.

71 Uzun & Bedir-Han, Defter-i A’'mahm, p. 21.

711 He shared his dream of a career in the Ottoman bureaucracy with many of his
contemporaries: “The ideal man of the time was the government servant. The greatest
desire of the educated youth was not to become a businessman or engineer, but to enroll in
the Imperial School of Civil Servants (Mekteb-i Miilkiye-i $ahane), which became the best
school of higher learning in default of a university.” Niyazi Berkes, The Development of
Secularism in Turkey (Montreal: McGill Univ. Press, 1964), p. 257. Also, Mehmed Salih Bey
would have found a role-model within his own family: His uncle Abdurrahman Paga had
graduated from the miilkiye in 1889.
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achievement. Mehmed Salih Bey’s position among his own relatives was
at best secondary. He was only related to the main lineage of the
Bedirhani family through his late mother, half-orphaned and in addition
too young for his opinions to be considered by senior family members.
While his prospects within the collective of the family were rather bleak,
an imperial career held the promise of professional success, in exchange
for considerable effort, but on the seemingly fair basis of personal
achievement and merit. Under the reformer Midhat Paga, the school
system in Ottoman Syria had been upgraded. In the 1880s and 1890s,
the generation of Mehmed Salih Bey benefitted from newly established
secular schools, ambitious syllabi and up-to-date textbooks. Scions of the
leading Damascene notable families were able to embark on promising
careers on the basis of this education. Sons of less influential families or
of secondary branches like Mehmed Salih Bedirhan, however, who had
undergone the same schooling, were mostly passed over when
prominent positions in the imperial administration were distributed and
found themselves frustrated.”!? Eventually, Mehmed Salih Bey’s career
plans were spoiled by the interference of Bedri Paga Bedirhan, who
insisted that Mehmed Salih Bey should get married instead of further

pursuing his education.

The vision of empire as a project of educated reformers who advance
within the hierarchy on the basis of ability and merit, however,
accompanied Mehmed Salih throughout his life and continued to
inform the image he tried to convey of himself. Throughout his writings,

as he localizes himself within late Ottoman society, and particularly in

712 With the support of local Damascene notables, Midhat Pasa initiated the foundation of
a Society for the Promotion of the Building of Schools (§am‘iya al-hayriya li-inga’ al-
madaris), this society also founded the school Mehmed Salih Bey attended in Damascus,
the Cakmakiye Riigdiyesi. Rainer Hermann, Kulturkrise und konservative Erneuerung.
Muhammad Kurd ‘Ali (1876-1953) und das geistige Leben in Damaskus zu Beginn des 20.
Jahrhunderts (Frankfurt a.m.: Peter Lang, 1990), pp. 11-21. Muhammad Kurd ‘Ali, the
protagonist of Hermann'’s study, was a contemporary of Mehmed Salih Bey in Damascus.
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moments when he sets himself apart from others, the ideals he held true
about empire shine through. In the 1890s, for example, when Mehmed
Salih accompanied his father-in-law Bedri Paga Bedirhan into the
Hawran district and started working in the local administration there, he
was soon confronted with the widespread practice of corruption. A
petitioner offered him a bribe to advance his case, and, as he confessed
in his memoirs, Mehmed Salih Bey at first pocketed the money. Such
behavior being in clear contradiction with the values he held true about
imperial rule and also with the image he had created of himself, he
immediately regretted having taken the money and was, as he relates,
overwhelmed by remorse. He vowed to never again participate in
corruption.”!? Thinking of himself as incorruptible became a strategy for
Mehmed Salih Bey to feel superior to people around him who were
otherwise more powerful, notably his father-in-law Bedri Paga Bedirhan.
Bedri Paga’s vision and working-knowledge of imperial rule differed
considerably from Mehmed Salih Bey’s. Claims made by Mehmed Salih
Bey in his writings that Bedri Paga engaged in all kinds of illegal
activities, bought his way into the Ottoman administration, was brazenly
corrupt and did not shy away from forging the signature of Mehmed
Salih Bey to get a loan on the latter’s property, are supported by other
contemporary sources.”'* When Mehmed Salih Bey writes about himself
as an upright and honest citizen and devoted servant of the empire, he is
also setting himself apart from Bedri Paga and his ilk. The severe
criticism Mehmed Salih Bey directs at his father-in-law Bedri Paga
breaks with the norms of the household community: He attacks the

patriarch of the household, who at the time would have ruled the social

713 Uzun & Bedir-Han, Defler-i A’malim, p. 81. The intention Mehmed Salih Bey gave for
his writing, to provide an inspiration for posterity, might have influenced the depiction of
the events as a lesson that he learned.

71* See for example reports by the German consul in Beirut, Archiv des Auswirtigen
Amtes, Libanon R 14023 Bd. 2, Nr. 31 (February 19, 1896); and also Khoury, Urban
Notables, p. 48. Bedri Paga was close to Osman Nuri Paga, then the Ottoman governor of
the province of Syria, who had a reputation for corruption and working for his personal
benefit.
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group with such authority that dependents of his household were not
considered as having an identity of their own and were not supposed to
speak to others in his presence, much less criticize the head of the
household.”?

Another important motif which informed Mehmed Salih Bey’s image of
himself is his education. Repeatedly, he comments on the lack of
intellectual ability of people who crossed his path and whom he disliked
for some reason. He proudly comments on his superior knowledge of
French and mocks a fellow member of Bedri Paga’s household with
whom he takes French language classes.”'® He also mentions in his
writings that one of his maternal uncles he was not particularly fond of,
was illiterate and an “uncivilized” brute.”'” The Syrian lands in the late
1890s, however, were a lonely environment for the self-declared imperial
intellectual Mehmed Salih Bey: Late-19%-centuy Damascus was a city of
Arabic speakers and readers. Leila Hudson, who has studied book
collections mentioned in Damascene inheritance registers of the period,
found that a mere eight percent of all books mentioned were written in
Ottoman Turkish, while the overwhelming majority of books was in
Arabic.”'® In terms of language, Mehmed Salih Bey, who wrote his
personal memoirs in Ottoman rather than Arabic, was part of a small
minority in Damascus. His preference for Ottoman as the language of
the state and the itinerant imperial elite underlines his status as an
“imperial expert” — but also made him a potential outsider. This was

even more true in the Hawran region: Yusuf Ziya Paga al-Halidi, an

715 For the logic ideal workings of an Ottoman household, see Michael Meeker, “Concepts
of Person. Family, and State in the District of Off,” in: Gabriele Rasuly-Palecek (ed.),
Turkish Families in Transition (Frankfurt a.M. et al.: Peter Lang, 1996), pp. 45-60. Mehmed
Salih Bey makes a connection between his critique of Bedri Paga and his more general
political opposition to the absolute rule of the sultan. This observation fits with Meeker’s
argument that the household was an emulation of the imperial court and was understood
as such, at least by Mehmed Salih Bey.

716 Uzun & Bedir-Han, Defter-i A’'mahm, p. 65.

717 Uzun & Bedir-Han, Defter-i A'mahm, p. 42.

718 Hudson, Transforming Damascus, p. 86.
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Ottoman official and intellectual originally from Jerusalem served as
governor in as-Suwayda’ — a city that was, after all, not some total
backwater but one of the major towns of the Hawran province — in 1894.
He complained that he could find practically no one to have an inspiring
conversation with and regretted that books or newspapers rarely found
their way into the region.”!® The situation in the smaller villages of the
Hawran region was likely similar, if not worse. This indicates how
starkly Mehmed Salih Bey’s educational background and his continuous
emphasis on his intellectual abilities and refinement set him apart from
others around him. In Sheikh Sa‘ad, where Bedri Paga resided as
mutasarrif of the Hawran, together with his officials, servants and
retinue, Mehmed Salih Bey lived an isolated life: The administrative
center was set apart from the village itself. The government building
(saray) occupied an abandoned church building, the house of the
mutasarrif, a small guesthouse and a mosque used only by the local
Ottoman officials were the only other buildings in the immediate

surroundings.”?°

Mehmed Salih Bey’s high hopes for an imperial
success story never materialized. This was at least in part due to the fact
that his idea of imperial rule as an affair of educated bureaucrats
selected and employed based on their abilities and individual
achievements stood in stark contrast with a second model of imperial
rule that was organized along the lines of collective interests of
households, patronage networks and factions instead. Not only his own
family gave preference to the interest of the collective over Mehmed

Salih Bey’s individual dreams and hopes, by urging him to marry and to

719 Algernon Heber-Percy, A Visit to Bashan and Argob (London: Religious Tract Society,
1895), pp. 102-103. The author personally met Yusuf Ziya al-Halidi in as-Suwayda’ in
1894. Corinne L. Blake, Training Arab-Ottoman Bureaucrats: Syrian Graduates of the Mulkiye
Mektebi, 1890-1920. Diss., Princeton University 1991, pp. 88 and 101 describes how
Ottoman Syria did not offer a particularly stimulating intellectual environment in the
1880s and 1890s, as newspapers and book printing were restricted and secondary state
schools were few in number.

72 Vital Cuinet, Syrie, Liban et Palestine. Geographie Administrative (Paris: Ernest Leroux,
1901), pp. 466-469 for a detailed description of Sheikh Sa‘ad, a mere village of 1.500
inhabitants which had been declared the center of the district in 1885.
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accept his (secondary) place within the family’s hierarchy. The imperial
bureaucracy itself, the very institution Mehmed Salih Bey had placed his
hopes in, equally operated with categories of collective identity in its
interactions with him and other members of the Bedirhani family: Time
and again, Mehmed Salih Bey’s plans and room to maneuver were
restricted by the Ottoman state, which assigned a collective identity to
him and other family members, and in consequence treated the family
as one homogeneous entity, at times distributing collective punishment
and sanctions against its members, indifferent of their individual
motivations or standpoints. This tendency increased after 1906, as it will

be demonstrated below.

Read by itself, Mehmed Salih Bey’s biography seems to depict a lonely
figure, misunderstood and marginalized by his immediate environment
and his family. In some way, however the trajectory of Mehmed Salih
Bey can be regarded as representative of a larger current within the
younger generation of the Bedirhani family around the turn of the
century. There were other family members — some of them models and
forerunners for Mehmed Salih Bey, others his contemporaries — who did
not agree with the authoritarian imperial rule of Sultan Abdiilhamid II.
But as none of them left behind an autobiographical account, much less
is known about their trajectories and motivations. A number of them
appear to have, over the late 19 century, cultivated links to the Young
Turk opposition. This, however, should not be understood as guiding or
restricting their actions in any determining way, as it has been argued
convincingly that no such thing as a monolithic and static body of
“Young Turks” with unchanging interests existed at that time. The
Young Turk opposition of the 1890s was, apart from some individual
exceptions, very different from the movement after 1908 and 1913 in

terms of personnel, outlook and ideology.”?!

72 M. Siikrii Hanioglu, The Young Turks in Opposition (Oxford Univ. Press, 1995), p. 2.
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4.3. The Bedirhanis and the Liberal Opposition

43.1. Mikdat Midhat Bedirhan and the Journal Kurdistan

Mikdat Midhat Bey Bedirhan (1856/57-1914?), an uncle of Mehmed
Salih Bey’s, was part of this group within the family which opposed
authoritarian rule and corruption. After serving for two decades in the
Ottoman judiciary and municipal administration of Istanbul,’?? Mikdat
Midhat Bey left the Ottoman Empire in the winter of 1897/1898 on
board of an Italian steamer headed for Cairo.”?* He justified his
unauthorized departure claiming that he went to Egypt to cure his
respiratory problems.”?* His claim that he had a hard time breathing can
be understood metaphorically as well: A known supporter of the Young
Turk opposition movement,’?> Mikdat Midhat Bey was also fleeing from
the general repressive atmosphere of Hamidian Istanbul. In Cairo, he
published the first issue of the journal Kurdistan, which holds a singular
position in Kurdish nationalist history, as it is recognized as the first
journal ever published in part in Kurdish language, using Arabic
script.”2® In his articles for this publication, Mikdat Midhat Bey made the
case for the existence of an ancient and unified Kurdish race, in
possession of a cultural and literary heritage going far back in history

and Dbeing utterly distinct from neighboring Turkish and Arab

722 His sicill-i ahval lists appointments in Ankara, Kirsehir, Izmit, Urfa, Isparta and then
Istanbul, BOA, DH.SAID. 26.155.

73 La revue des revues, Paris, January 7, 1898, “Revues Kurdes et Albanaises.”

72+ Abdurrahman Bedirhan in Kurdistan Nr. 6, 28 Eyliil 1314 (October 10, 1898) in an open
letter to Sultan Abdiilhamid II.

7% La Diplomatie, Paris, May 8, 1898, p. 13, “Correspondance Ftrangére: Lettre de
Turquie.”

726 Kurdistan was published in Cairo, printed by the publishing house al-Hilal, between
1898 and 1902. It was to become a seminally important point of reference for Kurdish
journals founded later, after the Constitutional Revolution, like Hévi, and beyond, as the
example of Hawar, published by Celadet Bedirhan in the French mandate territories,
shows.
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communities.”?” A very real problem for the journal was that when it
began its publication, Kurdish language and script were not
standardized and thus few Kurdish speakers were able to decipher the
articles written in Kurdish.”?® The intended audience of the journal were
not so much the Kurdish communities in Anatolia, but Ottoman
intellectuals and foreign observers, who would have turned to the
portions of the journal written in Ottoman Turkish. Part of the mission
of the journal Kurdistan seems to have been to counter the image of the
Kurds as barbaric enemies of the Christians in Anatolia and to argue for
a Kurdish community and sense of identity apart from the Hamidiye
regiments assembled under Sultan Abdtilhamid II. Articles in Kurdistan
therefore notably argued for peaceful coexistence between Kurdish and

Armenian communities in Anatolia.

It has to be noted, however, that the Bedirhanis’ reasons to oppose the
Hamidiye regiments was not only morally, but also politically well
founded: The Hamidiye allowed former petty Kurdish tribal leaders to
wield considerable influence in the former Emirate of Bohtan, a region
the Bedirhani family, albeit in exile, still regarded as their home turf.
Hamidiye commanders like Ibrahim Pasa Milli emerged as serious
competitors over local influence and followers. The journal Kurdistan
was not at last a public platform, addressing Ottoman and European
observers alike, for members of the Bedirhani family to speak out
against the rivaling Hamidiye. The lines between lofty liberal opposition

against the rule of Sultan Abdiilhamid IT and more pragmatic personal

727 La revue des revues, Paris, January 7, 1898, “Revues Kurdes et Albanaises.”

78 Martin Strohmeier, Crucial Images in the Presentation of a Kurdish National Identity
(Leiden: Brill, 2003), p. 21. This begs the question if not the intended audience was
Ottoman and international intellectuals, rather than readers who only understood Kurdish.
Writing in Kurdish would then have been necessary not so much to reach out to an actual
audience, but to bolster claims to national identity through language politics, following the
example of other ethnically defined communities within the Ottoman Empire around the
same time, see e.g. the Albanian nationalist movement.
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stakes in Ottoman power politics were thus blurred, making the liberal
intellectual Mikdat Midhat Bey look not so different from scheming

strongmen like his brother Bedri Paga after all.

Mikdat Midhat Bedirhan later returned from Egypt to the Ottoman
lands. As a consequence of his family’s involvement in the murder of
Ridvan Paga, he was imprisoned in Sana‘a between 1906 and 1908. He
later and landed a job under the CUP government: In 1912, he was
briefly appointed as governor (mutasarrifjy of Dersim and later of
Malatya.”?® He gathered Kurdish irregulars among the tribes in the area
of Mamuret'iil Aziz and joined the war against Italy in Libya with
them.”* In 1913, he was transferred to Ertugul (Bilecik) after complaints

against him.”3!

4.3.2. Abdurrahman Bedirhan and the Young Turk Circles of

Geneva

Abdurrahman Bedirhan — another uncle of Mehmed Salih Bey Bey’s,
who has already been mentioned as a possible model for him since he
graduated from the prestigious Ottoman school for bureaucrats —
followed a trajectory that was similar to Mikdat Midhat Bey’s.
Abdurrahman Bey was also close to circles of the Young Turk opposition
and left Istanbul around the same time as his brother Mikdat Midhat
Bey, seeking refuge in Geneva, Switzerland. There, he was in contact

with the Young Turks in exile: Among Abdurrahman Bedirhan’s close

72 See Mikdat Midhat Bey’s (here called Ahmed Midhat) sicill-i ahval, BOA, DH.SAID.
26.155.

730 BOA, BEO. 4097.307249, 02 Za 1330 (April 20, 1912).

731 BOA, DH.SAID. 26.155, after the outbreak of the First World War, Mikdat Midhat Bey’s
traces disappear. His wife Miiveddet, her three sons and her servants lived with the family
of Abdurrahman Bey Bedirhan in Istanbul during the war, see Miiveddet Gonensay,
Miiveddet Gonensay’in Amilari, p. 11. Mikdat Midhat Bey also did not take part in any of the
family reunions in Istanbul in 1919/1920, suggesting that he might have passed away
during the war.
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friends in Geneva was Abdullah Cevdet Bey (1868-1932), who was
equally of Ottoman-Kurdish descent. Cevdet had been trained as a
military doctor in Istanbul.”3? As a student, he became involved with the
Young Turk opposition and was forced into exile, first to Tripolis, from
where he later escaped to Europe. From 1903 to 1905, he lived in Geneva
and ran his publishing house Ictihad from there. Unlike Abdurrahman
Bedirhan, who left Geneva for Istanbul in 1906, Abdullah Cevdet Bey
returned to the Ottoman Empire only after the re-installation of the
constitution, in 1911. In Geneva, the two worked together733 and also
established a close personal friendship. Abdullah Cevdet was listed as a
witness to Abdurrahman Bey’s marriage to Elisabeth van Muyden in
1904.73* After Abdurrahman Bey’s departure from Geneva, their ways
separated, with Cevdet leaving Geneva for Paris and going from there to
Egypt,”*> and Abdurrahman Bey in prison in Tripolis between 1906 and
1908. After 1918, they were to meet again in Istanbul: Together with
members of the Bedirhani family, Abdullah Cevdet became involved
with the Kurdish nationalist movement in Istanbul during the armistice

period. He established a meeting place for the Ottoman-Kurdish

732 For his biography, see the very detailed article of Karl SiiRheim, “Abd Allah Djewdet,”
in: EI' (Leiden: Brill, 1913-1936), Erginzungsband, pp. 55-60. SiiRheim interviewed
Cevdet’s son and widow for information and provides a meticulously detailed timeline. See
also M. Siikrii Hanioglu, Bir siyasal diigiiniir olarak Doktor Abdullah Cevdet ve donemi
(Istanbul: Ugdal Negriyat, 1981), for his political thought and influences on him, see Serif
Mardin, Religion, Society, and Modernity in Turkey (Syracuse Univ. Press, 2006), pp. 171-
181.

733 Both Abdullah Cevdet and Ishak Siikuti wrote articles for Abdurrahman Bey’s journal
Kurdistan, which he had moved to Geneva from Cairo after 1898. Cevdet had rented an
office in the rue de Carouge 7, where the local Young Turk activists met. Abdurrahman
Bey registered the editorial office of Kurdistan under the same address, see Hans-Lukas
Kieser, Vorkdmpfer der ,Neuen Tiirkei‘. Revolutiondre Bildungseliten am Genfersee (1870 bis
1939) (Zirich: Chronos, 2005), p. 48. The Ottoman consul in Geneva monitored the
activities of the exile community closely, Malmisanij [Mehmet Tayfun], ilk Kiirt Gazetesi
Kurdistans Yayimlayan Abdurrahman Bedirhan (1868-1936) (Istanbul: Vate Basin, 2009), p.
13.

73* Malmisanij, flk Kiirt Gazetesi, pp. 22-25, with a partial reprint of the marriage certificate.
The couple got married on July 13, 1904 in Collonges-sous-Saléves, a French village in
close proximity to the Swiss border.

7% Yahya Kemal, Cocuklugum, Gengligim, Siyasi ve Edebi Hatiralanm (Istanbul: Fetih
Cemiyeti, 1999), p. 193.
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intellectual community in the Cagaloglu neighborhood and continued to
publish the journal Ictihad, which he had created in 1904 while he was
still in exile. Like his friend Abdurrahman Bey and other members of
the Bedirhani family, Abdullah Cevdet was an intellectual and member
of an Ottoman urban elite, with no influence to speak of among the
Kurds of Anatolia.”?® Under the government of Damad Ferid Paga,
Abdullah Cevdet was employed as director of the government’s medical
services. Like Abdurrahman Bey,”?” Abdullah Cevdet stayed in Istanbul
after the foundation of the Turkish Republic, where his family continued
to live after his death in 1932.7%8

Another member of the circle of Young Turks in exile in Geneva and a
close friend of Abdullah Cevdet was Ishak Siikuti (1868-1903).
Originally from Diyarbekir, he had studied at the medical college of the
army (‘askeri tibbiye) in Istanbul to become a doctor before he got
involved with the Young Turk opposition. In 1896, he was exile to the
island of Rhodes, but politically like-minded friends in exile found a way
to help him escape to Geneva. In 1903, he died in exile in Switzerland.”3’
In addition to Abdullah Cevdet and Ishak Siikuti, Abdurrahman
Bedirhan was also acquainted to Hikmet Baban (1880-1945) in

Geneva,’* who was like himself a member of a prominent Ottoman

736 FO 251/93, report “Kurdish personalities,” dated June 1919. On the contrary, Cevdet’s
known leanings towards secularism and anti-religious critique (see SiiRheim, “Abd Allah
Djewdet,” pp. 55-60) were not well-liked by the mainstream of the Kurdish population in
Anatolia, where mobilization and local activism were organized along religious lines, see
the account on the uprising in Bitlis in a later section of this chapter.

737 There are, however, no indications whether the two man remained in contact with each
other.

738 Abdullah Cevdet had one daughter and one son, named Giil and Mehmet. Both studied
to become teachers in the Turkish Republic, see Alakom, Eski Istanbul Kiirtleri, p. 113.

739 Alakom, Eski Istanbul Kiirtleri, p. 114.

7% On Hikmet Baban’s biography and political activities, see Sabine Pritor, Der arabische
Faktor in der jungtiirkischen Politik: Eine Studie zum osmanischen Parlament der II.
Konstitution (1908-1918) (Berlin: Klaus Schwarz, 1993), p. 262. On his relationship to
Abdurrahman Bey, see Malmisanij, flk Kiirt Gazetesi, pp. 15-16, with a reprint of two post
cards dating from 1902, in which Abdurrahman Bey addressed Hikmet Baban as ahi, “my
brother.”
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Kurdish notable family. In 1902, they both participated in the first

congress of the Young Turk opposition in Paris.”*!

In addition to the Young Turk circles, other oppositional groups, among
them prominently the Armenian Revolutionary movement, were among
the contacts of Abdurrahman Bey in Geneva. He was following
precedents of an attempted rapprochement between Young Turk and
Armenian opposition members: Already in 1895, the Young Turk
activist and journalist Mizanci Murat Bey had called for a cooperation
between the Young Turk opposition and the Armenian revolutionaries
against the regime of Sultan Abdiilhamid I1.7*? Around the time of
Abdurrahman Bey’s arrival in Geneva in 1898, other liberal opposition
members in exile were also involved in the attempts to establish such a
dialog with the Armenians. Among them was another of the closer
friends of Abdurrahman Bey in Geneva, Tunali Hilmi Bey.”*3
Cooperations with the Armenian revolutionary movement, however,
were not always smooth. Abdurrahman Bedirhan and his fellow activists
in Geneva were ardent defenders of Midhat Paga’s reforms: According to
Mikayel Varandian, the Young Turks in Geneva had taken to carrying
around a copy of Midhat Paga’s constitution in their pockets, ready to
draw it to defend their claims and arguments.”** There was a reason why
the Young Turks came armed with the constitution to their negotiation
with the Armenian revolutionaries: One of the key passages of the
Midhat Paga’s constitution stipulated the absolute wunion and

indivisibility of the empire — this was a key bone of contention and

741 Chris Kutschera, Le Mouvement National Kurde (Paris: Flammarion, 1979), p. 19.

%2 Garabet K. Moumdjian, Struggling for a Constitutional Regime: Armenian-Young Turk
Relations in the Era of Abdulhamid II, 1895 -1909. Diss. Univ. of California, L.A., 2012, pp.
73-74.

73 Moumdjian, Struggling for a Constitutional Regime, pp. 75-76, quoting the Armenian
activist Mikayel Varandian, who was based in Vienna as representative of the Western
Bureau of the Armenian Revolutionary Federation (ARF).

7% Moumdjian, Struggling for a Constitutional Regime, p. 76, citing from the political
memoirs of Mikayel Varandian, H. Y. Dasnakc’owt’ean patmowt’iwn [The Development of
the Dashnak Movement], 2 vols. (Paris: Imprimerie de Navarre, 1932 -1950), vol. 2, p. 2.
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obstacle to the attempted cooperation between Young Turks and

Armenian nationalists.

In spite of these differences, the support of the Armenian revolutionary
movement yielded tangible benefits for the Young Turks, and for
Abdurrahman Bey in particular: The Geneva-based Armenian journal
Troshag’* published an article authored by an unnamed Kurdish leader,
who was calling for peaceful Kurdish-Armenian coexistence and
cooperation against the Hamidian rule in 1898 - the very year
Abdurrahman Bedirhan arrived on the scene in Geneva.”*® Later,
Abdurrahman Bey continued to collaborate with Troshag as he moved
the publication of his journal Kurdistan from Cairo to Geneva. He also
relied on networks and middlemen of the Armenian revolutionary
movement for the distribution of the journal and other political
pamphlets, some of them also translated into Armenian, in Eastern
Anatolia.”*’ The cooperation between the Armenian revolutionary
movement and the Kurdish nationalists led by Celadet and Kamuran
Bedirhan in the French mandate territories of Syria and Lebanon after
the First World War could cite these connections as a precedent and

possibly also built on existing networks and personal relations.”#?

Abdurrahman Bedirhan retained his critical mind and kept in contact
with members of the opposition also after his return from exile and the

Constitutional Revolution. In the summer of 1914, on the eve of the

% Troshag (also Droshag, “the flag”) was published by supporters of the ARF in Geneva
between 1892 and 1914. In addition to the editor Stepan Zorian (1867-1919, alias Rostom),
Mikayel Varandian (1870-1934) and Kristapor Mikaelian (1859-1905) were part of the
inner circle of Troshag in Geneva. All three are likely to have been in contact with
Abdurrahman Bedirhan at some point.

7% Moumdjian, Struggling for a Constitutional Regime, p. 48, citing the article which
appeared in Troshag as written by an anonymous Kurdish leaders as follows: “Goch
Kurderun.” In: Troshag 6 (86), June 1898, pp. 51-52. On Abdurrahman Bey’s collaborations
with the Armenian press in Geneva, see also Murat Iss1, “Kiirt Basini ve Kiirdistan Gazetesi
(1898-1902).” In: E-Sarkiyat flmi Arastirmalar Dergisi IX (April 2013), pp. 130-131.

7% Moumdjian, Struggling for a Constitutional Regime, p. 48.

748 See chapter 6 on these connections.
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First World War, Abdurrahman Bedirhan was appointed as district
governor (kaymakam) of the Adalar, the islands outside of Istanbul. The
poet Yahya Kemal [Beyatli] (1884-1958) had rented a house on Biiyiitkada

during this time and recalls Abdurrahman Bey in his memoirs,’*’

as
part of a lively circle of intellectuals spending the summer on the island
and local officials, all of them critical of the policies of the Ottoman
government in general, as well as of the Ottoman alliance with Germany
and the Ottoman entry into the war in particular. Along with
Abdurrahman Bedirhan, Yahya Kemal mentions the journalists Ali
Kemal (1867-1922)7°° and Necib Sakir (the owner of the journal Peyam),
the educator and historian Fatihli Mehmed Tevfik Pasa (1855-1915),7>!
the poet and playwright Tahsin Nahid (1887-1919),”>? the sons of
Damad Mahmud Paga, the former Ottoman officials Orfi Bey and
Nizameddin Bey, the historian Ahmet Refik [Altinay] (1881-1937),”>® Dr.
Fa’ik Muhiddin and his sister, the teacher Nezihe Muhiddin Hanim
(1889-1958), along with their families, as part of this circle of
intellectuals. Like Yahya Kemal and Abdurrahman Bey themselves,
many members of this group had been active in the opposition against

Sultan Abdiilhamid II prior to 1908 and/or had spent some time in exile

7 Yahya Kemal, Cocuklugum, Gengligim, Siyasi ve Edebi Hatiralari (Istanbul: Fetih
Cemiyeti, 1999), pp. 129-135. Yahya Kemal and Abdurrahman Bedirhan had another
acquaintance in common: The already mentioned Abdullah Cevdet, whom Yahya Kemal
had met in Paris in 1903, see Kemal, Cocuklugum, p. 111.

70 Like Abdurrahman Bey, Ali Kemal was a graduate of the Ottoman miilkiye and had
spent some time in exile in Europe in the late 1890s. In 1908, he returned to Istanbul, after
stints in Paris, Brussels and Egypt. In the aftermath of the Constitutional Revolution, he
became a member of the Liberal Entente party (Hiirriyet ve Itilaf Firkasi) in opposition to
the CUP and was later appointed as Minister of Education and Minister of the Interior
under Damad Ferid Pasa, see Ibrahim Alaettin Gévsa, Meshur Adamlar. Hayatlar, Eserleri
(Istanbul, 1933-36), p. 36.

71 Mehmed Tevfik Paga (1855-1915) was a graduate of the Ottoman military college
(harbiye) and an Ottoman official. In 1897, he fled to Europe and returned after the
Constitutional Revolution in 1908, see Ibrahim Alaettin Gévsa, Meghur Adamlar, p. 381.

752 Tahsin Nahid had studied at the Galatasaray Lisesi and then trained to be a lawyer at the
Dar’iil-Fiinun in Istanbul, see Gévsa, Meshur Adamlar, p. 374. Tahsin Nahid was the father
of the author Mina Urgan.

7% He had graduated from the Ottoman military college (harbiye) in 1898 and became a
teacher for German and history, Goévsa, Meshur Adamlar, p. 25.
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in Europe. Now, they were united in their critique of the CUP
government. Shortly before the Greek occupation of izmir and its
surroundings following the Ottoman defeat in the First World War,
Abdurrahman Bedirhan was appointed as governor (mutasarrif) of
Aydin. He is said to have been a close follower of his superior, the vali of
[zmir Ahmed Izzet Pasa. The same Ahmed Izzet Pasa wielded some
influence over the Kurdish community of Istanbul, having allegedly led
several thousand Kurdish volunteers into battle against Russia in
1877/78.7>* Turkish nationalists like Celal Bayar were, in retrospect, not
sure where to put Abdurrahman Bey during the armistice period,
suspicious of whether he was on their side or would support the Greek
occupation of Izmir.”>> I will return to Abdurrahman Bedirhan’s
trajectory — seen through the eyes of his daughter Miiveddet Génensay —

in a later chapter.”>°

4.3.3. A More Complicated Oppositional: Osman Pasa Bedirhan

The example of another brother of Mikdat Midhat and Abdurrahman
Bey, of Osman Paga Bedirhan, complicates the picture of the Bedirhanis
in opposition to the autocratic rule of the sultan considerably: Osman
Paga was trained in the Ottoman military and rapidly advanced through

the ranks, being made aide-de-camp (yaver) of Sultan Abdulhamid II. In

7>* Alakom, Eski Istanbul Kiirtleri, p. 14. Ahmed Izzet Paga (Kambur) had served as vali of
Van in 1912/13, on the recommendation of sheikh Abdiilkadir, a Naksbandiya-Halidiya
leader of Kurdish origins who wielded considerable influence among the Kurdish
community of Istanbul at the time and collaborated with members of the Bedirhani family
in the Kiirdistan Te‘ali Cemiyeti at the time, see Michael A. Reynolds, Shattering Empires.
The Clash and Collapse of the Ottoman and Russian Empires, 1908 — 1918 (Cambridge Univ.
Press, 2011), pp. 65-66. On Ahmed Izzet Paga’s professional biography, see Kuneralp,
Osmanl erkan ve ricali, p. 57.

755 Celal Bayar, Ben de Yazdim. Milli Miicadele’ye Giris (Istanbul: Baha Matbaasi, 1968), vol.
6, p. 1977 writes: “Mutasarnf, Abdurrahman Bey adinda birisi idi. Hakkinda cesitli
miitala ileri siiriilityor. O, Istanbul Hiiklimet'nin adami olmakla beraber izmir Valisi
Mahmut [sic] Izzet Bey'in emrinde idi. Direktifi buralardan aliyor ve ona gére hareket
ediyordu. Memleketin mi, yoksa iggal ordusunun mu hizmetinde idi? Pek belli degildi.”

736 See chapter 7.
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1900, however, Osman Paga left the Ottoman lands in a hurry, allegedly
because of his opposition to the regime of the sultan. He chose London
as a place of exile and, soon after his arrival, gave an extensive interview
to a French newspaper. In this conversation, he posed as a steadfast
oppositional and sworn enemy of the sultan and his close advisor Abu’l-
Huda as-Sayyadi.”*’ In the interview, Osman Pasa himself tells the story
of how he public defied the sultan, challenging him in a public audience
and, as a sign of revolt and disrespect, throwing the coat of his uniform
along with his military decorations at the feet of the sovereign. It comes
as no surprise that he was arrested on the spot and sent off to be
imprisoned in Salonica. From there, Osman Paga managed to escape to
Europe by boat. The details of his bold account need to be taken with a
grain of salt, but a break with the sultan seems obvious and beyond
dispute.”*® From London, Osman Pasa now made plans to return to his
family homeland in Eastern Anatolia. In the interview, he publicly
mused about gathering his local (both Kurdish and Armenian)
supporters to mobilize them to fight for independence against the
Ottoman Empire. He stressed that security needed to return to the
region and showed himself confident that he could easily mobilize a
large following.”>® Uttering his views in this way, in a conversation he
could be sure would be published and reach the Ottoman Empire in no
time, Osman Paga was sending a message to the sultan — not so much
threatening him with actual revolt, but hoping to enter a bargaining

process to negotiate his honorable return to the empire.

Different from the image he portrayed of himself in the European press,

Osman Paga was not a seasoned member of the liberal opposition

757 Le Matin, Paris, “Révolte ouverte: Une conversation avec Osman pacha, I'ennemi
d’Abdul Hamid,” December 18, 1900, p. 3.

758 Le Matin, December 18, 1900, p. 3.

7 “Ce que je veux, c’est me servir de mon influence incontestable sur la nation kurde
pour rétablir I'ordre, la sécurité et la dignité nationales. [...] aussitdt que jaurai pénétré
dans le Kurdistan, j’aurai une armée de 100,000 hommes préte 3 me suivre.” In: Le Matin,
December 18, 1900, p. 3.
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against the sultan. On the contrary, prior to his sudden departure from
the Ottoman lands, he had been among the Bedirhanis who were closest
to the regime of Sultan Abdiilhamid II. He had also been an intimate
friend of the sultan’s trusted adviser Abu’l-Huda as-Sayyadi. Unlike his
younger brothers in exile, the above-mentioned Abdurrahman and
Mikdat Midhat Bedirhan, Osman Paga entertained no connection to the
liberal opposition of the Young Turks. He had, to underline that once
again, no reason to do so — he was a member of the patronage network
of sheikh Abu’l-Huda, a figure much despised by the Young Turk
opposition. In comes therefore as no surprise that even Osman Paga’s
own family members were highly suspicious of his supposed volte-face.
They did not keep their suspicions to themselves, but consulted a French
journalist to make their side of the story public, contesting the narrative
of Osman Paga: Abdurrahman Bedirhan’s version of what led to Osman
Paga’s departure from Istanbul and inspired his new-found opposition to
the Hamidian regime differs considerably from Osman Paga’s account.
Abdurrahman Bey confirmed that there had indeed been a commotion
provoked by Osman Paga during a reception at the Yildiz Palace. But
Osman Paga did not, as he claimed, defy the sultan’s authority on that
occasion. Instead, he had threatened his own brother, Ali Samil Paga,
with a gun. He allegedly did so because his patron sheikh Abu’l-Huda
and the latter’s son found themselves in a serious argument with Ali
Samil Paga.’®® Osman Pasa was instructed by the sheikh to publicly
teach Ali Samil Paga a lesson. This plan backfired: Sultan Abdiilhamid II
was not amused by the prospective of a fraternal shoot-out and exiled
Osman Paga from the capital. The latter, infuriated and mortally
offended, set off to Europe to pose as an enemy of the Hamidian regime

and avenger of the Kurds.”®! It appears that his plan did not work out too

760 For the background of this argument, see chapter 3.
761 Pierre Quillard, “Le Sultan et les Kurdes.” In: L’Aurore, Paris, January 2, 1901, pp. 1-2,
Quillard interviewed Abdurrahman Bey Bedirhan for this article.
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well: Instead of returning back to Istanbul, Osman Paga proceeded to

Egypt, where he lived in exile Alexandria for a while.”®?

Reading the two differing accounts of Osman Pasa’s departure against
each other underlines that political, personal and family interests
overlapped in ways which are not always transparent to those who
retrospectively attempt to reconstruct fault lines, motives and political
agendas of the individuals involved. The episode also points to the pitfall
of treating the family as one monolithic entity with common interests.
In addition, Osman Paga’s story cautions us to question and
contextualize seemingly noble and disinterested political motives. For
members of the Bedirhani family, the struggle for Kurdish autonomy is
always — as other parts of this study will offer ample opportunity to
discuss — closely linked to personal ambitions and rivalries between the
individuals involved. These complexities tend to be glossed over in later
narratives of Kurdish nationalist historiography, which are eager to
establish links between the Bedirhani family and the liberal, anti-

authoritarian opposition movement of late Ottoman times.

762 This information goes back to the account of Clara Boyle, the wife of the British
diplomat Harry Boyle (1863-1937), who had met Osman Pasa during his time at the
British consulate in Egypt. Clara Boyle bought into Osman Paga’s version of him being a
persecuted member of the liberal opposition rather than a vexed official of the Hamidian
administration. Boyle also did not know about the broader context of Osman Paga’s
imprisonment in 1906, as part of the punitive measures against his entire family. Instead,
she understands the punishment as a consequence of Osman Paga’s alleged oppositional
activities. Released from prison in 1908, Osman Paga returned to Egypt and remained in
contact with the Boyle family. Clara Boyle also recalled some trivia concerning Osman Paga
in her account, describing him as “... a striking personality: Tall and robust, fair with blond
hair and an auburn moustache.“ She also mentioned that he had taken to breeding
Kurdish herding dogs of immense size, which were paraded through the streets and to be
held by two soldiers each. In Egypt after 1908, he lived a comfortable life, since he owned
some shares of the Suez Canal. See Clara Boyle, Boyle of Cairo. A Diplomatist’s Adventures
in the Middle East (Kendal: Wilson & Son, 1965), pp. 2-4 and 14.
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4.4. 1906: A Turning Point in the Bedirhanis’ Relations to the
Ottoman State

In the first part of this chapter dealing with members of the Bedirhani
family in the transition period between Ottoman imperial and post-
imperial contexts, the focus has been on individual actors, their
decisions and agencies in taking a stance either in favor of or in
opposition to the Ottoman government. Discussing the career of
Mehmed Salih Bedirhan, it has already been noted that the state
developed an increasingly collective outlook on the Bedirhani family,
irrespective of the individual motivations or ambitions of its members.
This outlook in turn limited the possibilities of family members to
identify themselves in certain ways or to reject categorizations made by
others. In the following, the state’s perspective on the family will be
subject to closer scrutiny, drawing on the example of a crucial turning
point in the Ottoman state’s relations to the Bedirhanis, the murder of

Ridvan Paga, the prefect of Istanbul, in the spring of 1906.

4.41. The Murder of Ridvan Pasa

Abdiirrezzak Bey Bedirhan, a grandson of Emir Bedirhan, who was an
assistant to the master of ceremonies (tesrifat¢r) in the Yildiz Palace and
thus fairly close to the sultan, had cultivated an ongoing dispute with
one of his neighbors in the neighborhood of $isli, with a certain Ahmed
Aga. Ahmed Aga was an upstart and protégé of the prefect of Istanbul,
Ridvan Paga. This dispute, which allegedly provided Abdiirrezzak Bey
with a motive to arrange the assassination of Ridvan Paga in the spring
of 1906, is only hinted at in the otherwise very detailed contemporary

763

courtroom reporting on the murder case.’*’> The animosities had

763 See the courtroom reports in Ikdam, especially Nr. 4251, April 6, 1906 and Nr. 4252,
April 7, 1906.
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originated when Ahmed Aga refused to have road repairs in front of his
own house extended to the neighboring konak of Abdiirrezzak Bey.
Ridvan Pasa, ex officio responsible for public works in the city, refused to
have the matter taken care of, taking the side of Ahmed Aga. From
there, things got quickly out of hand: Abdiirrezzak Bey ordered his men
to kidnap and imprison Ahmed Aga on his premises.”** In return, to
free Ahmed Aga, Ridvan Paga had fifty of his own men attack
Abdiirrezzak Bey’s house.”®> The confrontation culminated in severe
street fighting in Sigli, stones were thrown at Abdiirrezzak Bey’s house,
and several gunshots were fired. Bedirhan Bey, a younger brother of
Abdiirrezzak Bey, was injured during the skirmish. In addition, one of
the Kurdish servants of Abdiirrezzak Bey’s household was killed, and all
the windows of Abdiirrezzak Bey’s mansion were shattered.”®® On top of
all that, the hostage Ahmed Aga had been able to flee in the midst of the
uproar.”®” This incident happened early in January of 1906.

Abdiurrezzak Bedirhan in turn complained to the sultan, who promised
to discipline Ridvan Paga by transferring him to a less favorable post
outside of Istanbul and to punish others involved in the incident as well.
Nothing, however, came of this complaint, and Ridvan Paga remained in
office. According to an often-cited line of explanation, these events and
in particular the sultan’s failure intervene on the side of the Bedirhanis
triggered some of Abdiirrezzak Bey’s relatives, most prominently a

faction around Ali Samil Paga Bedirhan, to seek revenge themselves and

7%* For an extensive account of the events (which, different from most later accounts,
correctly states that Ahmed Aga, not Ridvan Pasa himself, had lived next door to and
gotten into an argument over road repairs with Abdiirrezzak Bedirhan), see the Times,
London, August 23, 1906, p. 7.

76 See the eyewitness account in the memoirs of Cemil Filmer, Hatwralar. Tiirk
Sinemasinda 65 yil (Istanbul: Emek Matbaacilik ve Ilancilik, 1984), see the discussion in
Klaus Kreiser & Patrick Bartsch (eds.), Tiirkische Kindheiten (Frankfurt a.M.: Literaturca,
2012), pp. 58-83 and also the detailed account in Ziya Sakir, Yarim Asir Evvel Bizi Idare
Edenler (Istanbul: Anadolu Tiirk Kitap Deposu, 1943), vol. 2, pp. 214-219.

76 pilsner Tagblatt, January 12, 1906, p. 6.

767 See the detailed coverage in Reichspost, September 13, 1906, pp. 1-2.
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right the wrong which had occurred,’®® leading to the assassination of
Ridvan Paga. According to one contemporary account, the murder was
premeditated to the extent that the Kurdish gunmen hired by the
Bedirhanis rented a house in close proximity to the train station of
Goztepe, where Ridvan Paga was known to pass frequently to reach his
country house in Erenkdy.”® It was also convenient that the area of
Goztepe was not only sparsely populated but was also under the
authority of Ali Samil Paga, who was military governor of Uskiidar at the
time. Ali Samil Paga did indeed intervene on behalf of the arrested
suspects immediately after the murder, keeping them in the barracks of
Uskiidar until the sultan himself insisted that they should be handed
over to the authorities.”’® Abdiirrezzak Bey himself, during the trial and
in later accounts, has claimed that he and Ali Samil Pasa were
encouraged by the sultan himself to proceed with the assassination.
While this might be an exaggeration, Sultan Abdiilhamid II was indeed
weary of the quite powerful prefect Ridvan Paga, who had been in office
since 1890, that is for more than fifteen years by 1906. The sultan was
said to be particularly upset by the fact that Ridvan Paga had sent his
armed followers, some sort of private army, to attack Abdurrezzak Bey’s
house in Sigli, situated not too far from the Yildiz Palace where the
sultan resided. Rumors were circulating at the time that the sultan made

plans to transfer the powerful prefect Ridvan Paga to Baghdad.

768 See the description of Halide Edip, who does confirm the involvement of the Bedirhanis
in the murder of Ridvan Paga and describes the events as being motivated by Ali Samil
Paga’s “derebey” pride. This choice of expression can be understood as alluding to the fact
that Ali Samil Paga took justice into his own hands, rather than relying on the Ottoman
judiciary, see Lale Yalcin-Heckmann, Tribe and Kinship among the Kurds (Frankfurt a.M.:
Peter Lang, 2003), p. 57 for the idea that “derebey” refers to “virtually independent rulers”
in mid-19'" century Anatolia, who had “arrogated the functions of government.”

7% The house was situated on the location of today’s Erenkdy Kiz Lisesi, in Omerpasa Sok.
82, Erenkdy. After the death of Ridvan Paga, the house was bought by an Ottoman palace
official. In 1911, it was turned into a school for girls. The building was destroyed by a fire
in the 1940s. See “Erenkdy,” in: Diinden Bugiine Istanbul Ansiklopedisi, vol. 3, pp. 177-179
and Bedri N. Sehsuvaroglu, Goztepe (Istanbul, 1969), p. 44 for a picture of the original
building.

77% Times, London, August 23, 1906, p. 7.
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Apparently, however, Ridvan Paga’s mother, who had connections into
the harem of the sultan, was able to prevent this.”’! When it became
clear that Ridvan Paga would not be held responsible for his attack on
Abdiirrezzak Bey’s home and household members, the Bedirhani family
took matters into their own hands. According to contemporary
observers, Ridvan Paga was aware that the family had vowed to do away
with him. He asked for protection from the palace, but to no avail.
Ridvan Paga reportedly brought his estate in order, in anticipation of his

assassination.””?

Courtroom Reporting in ikdam

After the murder of Ridvan Paga, the Ottoman daily newspaper [kdam
followed the arrest and ensuing court proceedings against the four initial
suspects closely. Day after day between March 30 and April 7, 1906, the
paper devoted several columns to detailed courtroom reporting. The
murder of Ridvan Paga and the subsequent investigation were the most
prominent subject in the paper during these days.”’? In their early
reporting, prior to March 30, 1906, no mention was made of any
involvement of the Bedirhani family. Only then it emerged that
Abdiurrezzak Bey and Ali Samil Paga Bedirhan had played a part in the
murder. By April 6, the entire Bedirhani family was suspected of evil
intentions and collectively blamed for the murder in the Ottoman press.

The events leading up to the murder of Ridvan Paga can be

771 Reichspost, September 13, 1906, pp. 1-2. Ridvan Paga was the son of the Ottoman official
Mehmed Niizhet Efendi, see Govsa, Tiirk Meshurlar Ansiklopedisi, p. 324, who makes no
mention of his mother.

772 Reichspost, September 13, 1906, pp. 1-2.

73 And probably beyond: The murder was mentioned by the British diplomat Andrew
Ryan as one of the most memorable political events which shocked Istanbul in 1905/1906,
the other being the attempt on the life of the sultan in July 1905, see Andrew Ryan, The
Last of the Dragomans (London: Geoffrey Bles, 1951), pp. 41-42.

265



reconstructed as follows:””# All of the four suspects were in the service of
Abdiirrezzak Bey Bedirhan: Hakkarili Emin, also known by the name of
‘Abduh ibn Tatar, thirty-five years old, had begun to work as a servant
(usak) for Abdirrezzak Bedirhan about three months prior to the
murder. He was believed to be the leader of the gang. Emin was joined
by Vanli Mehmed, also known by the name Es‘ad ibn Sa‘ado, twenty-two
years old. He, too, had already been in the service of Abdiirrezzak Bey
several months prior to the murder and testified in court that he had
already been involved in the shootings between Abdiirrezzak Bey’s and
Ridvan Paga’s followers in Sigli. Abdiirrezzak Bey turned to Es‘ad to
recruit more men to assist with the assassination, and the latter
introduced him to ‘Abduh from Bitlis. Bitlisli ‘Abduh ibn Mehmed,
twenty-two years old, was a porter at the pier of Halicioglu in Haskoy,
Beyoglu. Es‘ad approached him in the coffee shop of the local porters’
guild. Promising to save him from his backbreaking work, he offered
him a job in Abdiirrezzak Bey’s service. The fourth suspect, Vanh
Ahmed ibn Mehmed, thirty years old, had previously been a bricklayer
in Eyup and had entered the service of Abdiirrezzak Bey, upon the
recommendation of the above-mentioned Hakkarili Emin. All four men
were of Kurdish origins, spoke Kurdish among themselves and had
more or less recently migrated to the city of Istanbul from the east of the
empire in order to find work. It is hinted at in their testimonies that all
four retained close connections to their hometowns and relatives in

Eastern Anatolia.

From the testimonies of the four assassins, it also emerges that
Abdiirrezzak Bey promised them all kinds of rewards should they
succeed in killing Ridvan Paga, while at the same time threatening them
with severe punishments should they fail. He also provided them with

arms and ammunition. Abdiirrezzak Bey then pointed out Ridvan Paga

77* The following summary of the events builds on the very detailed reporting in fkdam,
especially Nr. 4251, April 6, 1906 and Nr. 4252, April 7, 1906.
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to the assassins, in order for them to recognize him. As a member of the
Bedirhani family, Abdiirrezzak Bey was respected and, above all, feared
by the four suspects. They feared for their own security, but equally for
the lives of their families in the Kurdish areas of Anatolia. When asked
in court why they feared Abdiirrezzak Bey so much - the Ottoman
prosecutor arguing that there was no need to be scared, as Abdiirrezzak
Bey was subject to Ottoman law and not an absolute ruler and could
thus not harm them — one of the defendants insisted that while this
might be the case in the capital, the influence of the Bedirhani family
was unquestioned and unrestrained in the east of the empire (“bizim
memlektte”). The testimonies convey some idea of the influence the
Bedirhani family enjoyed among the urban Kurdish population of
Istanbul, notably among poor migrant workers. Abdiirrezzak Bey put a
lot of thought into the proceedings of the murder: Weeks prior,
Hakkarili Emin was instructed to rent a house, preferably a coffee shop,
in the surroundings of Goztepe, where the kdsk of Ridvan Paga was
located. As he did not manage to find a suitable location, Emin
proceeded to rent a house in nearby Erenkdy instead. He moved in
there, together with the already mentioned Es‘ad. Both men received
monthly wages from Abdiirrezzak Bey during this time, who was also
paying the rent for the house. The house in Erenkdy was set up as a base
camp to facilitate the surveillance and persecution of Ridvan Paga. The
court later interpreted Abduirrezzak Bey’s course of action as proof of
premeditated murder. While his friends were operating from Erenkoéy,
the third suspect Vanli Ahmed was initially instructed to patrol the
streets of Beyoglu and seize upon any good opportunity to assault
Ridvan Paga there. However, he failed to run into Ridvan Paga in
Beyoglu and was eventually sent to join the other suspects in Erenkéy.
The four men stayed in Erenkoy for about twenty days, without
achieving much. They were then called to see Abdiirrezzak Bey for a
change of plans: Es‘ad, Emin and Ahmed were to pose as tobacco

traders, thus able to move about the area without raising suspicion and
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to closely monitor the movements of Ridvan Paga. Abdiirrezzak Bey was
getting impatient, wanting for the murder to go ahead as planned. On
the day prior to the murder, Bitlisli ‘Abduh was instructed to follow
Ridvan Pasa in the city center of Istanbul and alert the others once the
pasa made his way towards Goztepe. On that day, however, ‘Abduh
waited for Ridvan Paga in vain. He reported back to Abdiirrezzak Bey
that evening and later testified in court that his employer became very
angry, insisting that Ridvan Paga should die the following day, a Friday,
when he was likely to return to his kdsk in Goztepe for the weekend. The
suspects were to attack him either on the way home or, if all else should
fail, in his house. Should the suspects not succeed in doing so,

Abdiirrezzak Bey made it clear that they would pay with their own lives.

The following day, a Friday evening, Bitlisli ‘Abduh finally did spot
Ridvan Paga at the Haydarpasga train station and followed him on board
of the train headed towards Goztepe. At the same time, Emin, Es‘ad and
Ahmed were waiting in the coffee shop at the Goztepe train station,
playing tavia. Only minutes before Ridvan Paga arrived, their companion
‘Abduh came running, notifying them that their victim was on his way
and that it was time to proceed with the attack. The suspects left the
coffee shop in a hurry and headed towards the train station. Ridvan Paga,
in the meantime, had stepped off the train and was met at the platform
by his son Regad Bey. They were about to leave the train station together,
when Ridvan Paga was attacked by the four suspects, two of whom
immediately opened fire on him with revolvers and pistols. Ridvan Paga
fell to the ground, wounded eight times, mostly in his chest and upper
body. The assassins fled the scene, their weapons drawn. At first they
tried to hijack a carriage parked nearby. When this did not work out,
they started running into the open fields, towards Kadikdy. They were
persecuted by a number of policemen on duty at the station and a crowd
of civilians. The assassins kept firing at them as they fled. Other

bystanders and officials of the train company attempted to help the
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victim, taking him to a nearby pharmacy. There, Dr. Rif'at Paga arrived
at the scene, he gave Ridvan Paga some water and examined his injuries.
Shortly afterwards, Ridvan Pasa died, without regaining conscience. His
body was brought to his kdsk in Goztepe and investigated there on the
following day. Internal bleeding was identified as the cause of his death

in the medical report.

In the meantime, a number of soldiers joined the persecution of the four
assassins, who were now on their way towards Kurbagali Dere. There, a
local karakol unit succeeded in cutting them off and arrested them. The
assassins resisted the arrest, but were eventually overpowered and taken
into the police station (karakolhane), where paper work was filled out.
Their weapons — several revolvers and daggers — were confiscated. The
police were about to transport the criminals to Uskiidar, when Ali Samil
Paga Bedirhan arrived at the scene, cutting the convoy off at the
Kurbagali Dere bridge. According to the courtroom reports, he insulted
the police and threatened them, claiming that the arrested criminals
were innocent tobacco traders and should be set free immediately. It was
also reported that he untied their hands and spoke to them briefly in
Kurdish, the arrested responding in the same language. According to
their confessions, they told him at that moment that they had killed
Ridvan Paga, whereupon Ali Samil Paga urged them to repeat to the
police that they were merely tobacco traders and to deny any
involvement with the murder. He then assured them that he would save
them from the situation. Ali Samil Paga also offered the criminals, who
had been beaten badly by the police, cigarettes and water. Ali Samil Paga
then led the accused away from the police and seated them in one of the

two carriages he had brought with him to the scene.

During his run-in with the police, Ali Samil Paga hit the jandarma who
was guarding the assassins with a stick and repeatedly insulted the

official, who was from Mecca, as an “Arab pig.” The jandarma escaped
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into a nearby garden and hid from Ali Samil Pasa and his men there,
afraid for his life. In the meantime, Ali Samil Pasa confiscated the
assassins’ weapons and ammunition from the police officer who had
taken them, attacking him violently and pushing him to the ground
when he resisted to hand over the evidence. Ali Samil Paga also tried to
obtain the police reports (jurnal), but the officer in charge testified in
court that he had anticipated trouble upon Ali Samil Paga’s arrival and
thrown the documents into a nearby ditch. He later managed to retrieve
them and forwarded them to the authorities. The policemen and soldiers
on the spot agreed in their testimonies that Ali Samil Paga had behaved
outrageously and that they had been so anxious not to infuriate him any
further, some of them had fled the scene. Ali Samil Paga then drove with
the assassins to the nizamiye karakolhane in Kadikdy, had their wounds

treated and brought them from there to the Selimiyye barracks.

The reluctance of the local police to oppose what was clearly an attempt
by Ali Samil Paga to get rid of evidence in a murder case is explained by
two factors: First, as commander of the Selimiyye barracks, Ali Samil
Paga held an influential position in the military administration of the
area. And second, he had been known for years for his violent and
oppressive conduct and his leanings towards taking out his anger and
personal revenge on those who opposed him.””> Like many times before,
Ali Samil Paga felt confident that his bending of the law would have no
consequences: On the day following the murder, he still felt in complete
control of the situation. He sent one of his men to Hasan Riza Efendi,
the police president of Erenkdy, and demanded that the amount of
money confiscated from the four suspects should immediately be
returned to him. It is indicative of Ali Samil Paga’s reputation that said
Hasan Riza Efendi felt so threatened that he saw it fit to flee from the

scene and hide in his home for the following days, anxious that Ali

775 See chapter 3 for details.
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Samil Pasa would take out his anger over the arrest of the assassins on
him. Around the same time, however, the Hamid Bey, governor
(mutasarrf) of Uskiidar, had also begun to investigate the matter of
Ridvan Paga’s death, summoning some of the officials involved in the
arrest of the suspects and the subsequent run-in with Ali Samil Paga for
questioning. Hamid Bey was known to be on bad terms with Ali Samil
Paga and had good reason to push for an investigation of the events. In
his memoirs, Siilleyman Sefik Pasa recalls how he himself attracted Ali
Samil Paga’s wrath in 1902 and was in turn threatened by his men and
had his house searched for incriminating evidence against him.
Governor Hamid Bey, however, personally supervised this search and
stood up for Siilleyman Sefik Paga at the time, preventing Ali Samil Paga
from fabricating evidence against him.”’® In his memoirs, Siileyman
Sefik Paga explicitly states that things went from bad to worse between
Hamid Bey and Ali Samil Paga after this.

This time, with the local governor suspicious of him already, Ali Samil
Paga had overestimated his influence: On March 30, the newspaper
Ikdam reported for the first time that Ali Samil Paga and Abdiirrezzak
Bey Bedirhan were involved in the assassination of Ridvan Paga, having
masterminded and organized the crime. A “longstanding personal
enmity” was given as the Bedirhanis’ motive to kill Ridvan Paga. During
the court proceedings early in April 1906, all four suspects confessed
and gave detailed accounts of the involvement of Abdiirrezzak Bey and
Ali Samil Paga. Also, more than thirty witnesses came forward with
matching testimonies, backing up the accounts given by the suspects. At
some point prior to the court proceedings, Ali Samil Paga’s house was
searched for the weapons of the assassins which he had confiscated.
They could not be retrieved, but were later found when his wife tried to

hide them after Ali Samil Paga had been taken into custody. Judging

776 Siileyman Sefik Pasa, Hatiratim. Basima Gelenler ve Gordiiklerim. 31 Mart Vak'asi
(Istanbul: Arma Yaynlari, 2004), pp. 112-113.
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from his own account on the events, Abdiirrezzak Bey was similarly
surprised by the prompt measures taken against him and his arrest: He
was arrested at his office and escorted directly to prison. From his
account, it also appears that while the hearings of the assassins were
continuing in Istanbul, the Bedirhani suspects were immediately
whisked away from the capital and brought to Tripolis in Libya to await
their trial there.””” Tt is not clear, however, if Abdiirrezzak Bey and Ali
Samil Paga had actually planned the murder together: First, the four
assassins claimed in court that they did not previously know or expect
that Ali Samil Paga would intervene on their behalf at the bridge in
Kurbagali Dere. Second, it emerged in the cross-examination that
although Ali Samil Paga did frequent the house of Abdiirrezzak Bey, he
had lately only come to visit his mother there. With his nephew

Abdiirrezzak Bey, he was quarrelling and not on speaking terms.

Descriptions of the Bedirhanis in the Context of the Murder: Bedirhani

denilen mel‘unlar

It makes sense to pause here to think not only about the chain of events
leading up to the murder, but to also take a closer look at the narrative
which was presented in the detailed news coverage and inquire about
how exactly the Bedirhanis were depicted in it.”’® First of all, the
chronology is notable: In the initial reports on the assassination of
Ridvan Paga in late March 1906, in the days immediately after the event,
only the four assassins were mentioned, but no mastermind behind the
crimes was hinted at. On March 25, the daily newspaper Terciiman-i

Hakikat reported that the four suspects were brought to the Selimiyye

777" Abdurrezzak Bedirhan, Otobiyografya, transl. Hasan Cuni (Istanbul: Peri Yayinlari,
2000), p. 16.

778 1t is worth noting that both Terciiman- Hakikat and [kdam used almost identical wor-
ding in their descriptions of the Bedirhanis and the family’s alleged involvement in the
crime, making it likely that both cite from the same third source — possibly legal
documentation or statements released by the Ottoman authorities.
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barracks, making it sound as if that had happened on purpose, rather
than following an unofficial intervention of Ali Samil Paga Bedirhan. At
that date, no involvement of any member of the Bedirhani family was
mentioned.”’”? On the following day, Terciiman-1 Hakikat published a
brief note, stating that the suspects and a number of witnesses were
being interrogated. Still, no mention was made of the Bedirhanis.”8
Quickly, however, it became clear that Ali Samil Pasa was directly
involved in an attempt to unlawfully release the suspects and that his
nephew Abdiirrezzak Bey had not only been the employer of all four

suspects but had,”®!

in addition, good reason to want Ridvan Paga, who
had gotten away with attacking his home and injuring members of his
household, dead. Prior to April 6, the news coverage focused on the
involvement of Abdiirrezzak Bey and Ali Samil Paga exclusively.
Afterwards, however, one notices a significant shift in the narrative:
Now, Abdiirrezzak Bey and Ali Samil Pasa along with their multiple
accomplices (hempalar) are collectively held responsible for the crime.
The expression refers to other members of the Bedirhani family and the
family’s network. In two instances, Mikdat Midhat, Halil and Hiiseyin
Kenan Bey Bedirhan were mentioned by name in the papers, even
though no evidence was cited relating them to the murder. Especially in
the case of Mikdat Midhat Bedirhan, who has been mentioned above as
an outspoken critic of the authoritarian regime of Sultan Abdiilhamid II
and who had spent some time in exile in Egypt and published an
oppositional journal there, it seems likely that he was singled out
because of an already existing general suspicion against him — and not

because he was part of the circle of Abdiirrezzak Bey and Ali $amil Paga.

77 Terciiman-1 Hakikat Nr. 8965, March 25, 1906. The issue contains a brief summary of
the assassination and a rather extensive report on the funeral of Ridvan Paga, who was
buried in Ortakdy on March 24, 1906. The report notably includes a detailed list of people
who attended the ceremonies.

780 Terciiman-1 Hakikat Nr. 8966, March 26, 1906.

781 Terciiman-r Hakikat Nr. 8970, March 30, 1906 mentions the involvement of both
Abdiirrezzak Bey and Ali Samil Paga, based on the matching confessions of the four initial
suspects.

273



The fact that the Bedirhani family was blamed collectively is interesting
— because it went against the grain of the usual strategies and discourses
of Ottoman modernization of the Hamidian period. These were
generally all about holding the individual accountable and atomizing
(instead of reiterating) collective identities with the help of census
policies and taxation.”®? In the case of the Bedirhani family, I found that
the focus on their collective identity served the purpose of excluding

them from the realm of modernity and civilization all together.

Ikdam cited a recent decision of the imperial council (meclis-i mahsus),
stating that after the murder of Ridvan Paga, the presence of any
member of the Bedirhani family in the capital was no longer desirable.
The council therefore ruled that all family members were to be exiled
and sent off separately to live in forced residence in remote parts of the
empire. To back up these precautions and the severe collective
punishment of the entire Bedirhani family, the readers of Ikdam were
reminded of the rebellious past of the Bedirhanis, and in particular of
the activities of Emir Bedirhan, more than fifty years earlier: Emir
Bedirhan was depicted as someone who “did not know the grace of the
padisah” and showed himself “ungrateful towards the favors he
received.”’83 Having established the ungrateful nature of their ancestor,
the next step in the argument was to underline the collective identity of
the entire family, all of whom were now said to have a “natural
condition” (cibillet) towards mischief. Like father, like son, Ikdam went
on to argue, all current family members were ungrateful and worthless

individuals with an innate penchant for rebellion and disobedience

782 Daniel Neep, Occupying Syria under the French Mandate. Insurgency, Space and State
Formation (Cambridge Univ. Press, 2012), p. 29.

78 Tkdam Nr. 4251, April 6, 1906: “Bunlarin babalar1 Bedirhan 1259 senesinde hizmet
edegegim diye miralay olmu§ bir adamdir, fakat litf-i padisahi bilmedi, kufran- ni‘met
etti, hi¢ hitkmii kalmada, ‘adi bir adam oldu.” This is presented in the newspaper report as
a direct citation from the prosecutor during the trial.
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against the authorities.”®* An interesting image used in this respect was
the idea that all members of the Bedirhani family were kneaded from the
same dough.”® Another aspects which stands out in the description of
the Bedirhanis, in particular with reference to Abdiirrezzak Bey and Ali
Samil Paga, is the accusation of them being traitors (hd'in, pl. buvvan).
This, at first, seems puzzling and not like something that would be
stressed in a murder investigation. The underlying reasoning seems to
be as follows: First, like it has been discussed above, by turning against
the state and the gracious ruler who cared for them and their family, the
two accused betrayed the hand that had fed them. In addition, by
interfering with police work when he led away the assassins from the
scene, Ali Samil Paga had obstructed the course of justice and thus
usurped privileges of the sovereign ruler. Interesting to note is also that
while the Bedirhanis were collectively blamed for being rebellious and
prone to mischief, at no point was a reference being made to the
Kurdish origins of the family in any way. Ethnic stereotyping in the way
it was later recalled by Kamuran Bedirhan, for example, who felt
discriminated against for being of Kurdish descent already during his
Ottoman childhood, does not appear to have played a major role in the
defamation campaign against the entire Bedirhani family in 1906. In
fact, one of the four men arrested for the murder of Ridvan Pasa
responded when asked why he felt compelled to obey the orders of
Abdiirrezzak Bey that the latter had said “We are Persians, we will hang
you, we will rip you to shreds. You cannot be saved, neither here nor in

the homeland.”’8¢ In the Ottoman text, the word Abdiirrezzak Bey used

to characterize his family was ‘agem, an expression rendered by the

78 Adjectives used repeatedly to make this point are nankorliik (Redhouse: ingratitude, also
treachery), reda’et (Redhouse: badness, worthlessness, viciousness), dena’et (Redhouse:
meanness, despicableness) and bagr (Redhouse: rebellious, obstinate, wicked).

78 fkdam Nr. 4251, April 6, 1906: “Hamire-yi viigtidlari (...) teaddi ve tegaviiz ve (...) gadr
ve tasallut gibi algaklar ile yugurlmus olan bu @’ile efradi ...”

78 fkdam Nr. 4251, April 6, 1906: “Biz ‘agemiyiz. Sizi asariz, keseriz, sonra ne burada, ve
ne memlekette kurtulamazsiniz, dedi.”

275



Redhouse dictionary as “non-Arabians (..) especially Persians.””®

Semseddin Sami’s definition of the term/88 goes into a similar direction,
rendering it as (1) non-Arabic, and (2), more specifically, synonymous to

tranh, i.e. Persian.

Two major parallels can be established to these descriptions of the
Bedirhani family in 1906: First, they bring to mind the terminology used
during the Ottoman submission of the Kurdish emirates in Eastern
Anatolia in the mid-19" century. Descriptions of local Kurdish tribal
populations dwelled on them being of evil character (bednihad) and
prone to wickedness and mischief by their very nature.”®® The second
genre of texts operating with the discourses and vocabulary similar to
those prevalent in the news coverage of the murder trial in 1906 are late
19" century Ottoman accounts of tribal populations perceived as
troublesome and unruly by the state: A quasi innate tendency of tribal
populations and nomads towards criminal activity was a recurring
motive in Ottoman official reports, which relied on formulations like
muktaza-y cibilliyetleri tizere (“according to their nature”).”*® Very similar
choice of wording prevailed in the collective accusations of the Bedirhani
family in the news coverage of 1906 — an attempt towards a “re-
tribalization” of the family, underlining their being excluded from
civilization and modernity? The attacks were clearly understood in that
way by Liitfi [Liceli Ahmed Ramiz], who defended the Bedirhani family
against these accusations and created a counter image of Emir Bedirhan
as a model Ottoman reformer and just governor in the process.”!
Similar to Liutfi, Abdiirrezzak Bey Bedirhan took issue with the

depictions of the Bedirhani family members as uncivilized barbarians

787 James Redhouse, A Turkish and English Lexicon (Beirut: Librairie du Liban, 1974
[Istanbul, 1890]), p. 1287.

788 Semseddin Sami, Kamiis-1 Tiirki (Istanbul: Cevik Matbaacilik, 2010 [1317]), pp. 928-929.
78 Badem, Ottoman-Crimean War, p. 363 for further detail.

7% Suat Dede, From Nomadism to Sedentary Life in Central Anatolia: The Case of the Risvan
Tribe, MA thesis, Bilkent University Ankara, Department of History, 2011, p. 52.

71 See chapter 2.
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and bloodthirsty murderers. In his autobiographical interview with the
Russian consul in Istanbul in 1910, numerous references can be found
to the accusations and slander of 1906, which for Abdiirrezzak Bey were
still looming large: He was, first of all, eager to depict himself as an
accomplished Ottoman, even cosmopolitan, gentleman. He dwelled on
his various decorations and his contacts into, to use his own words, the
highest ranks of international diplomatic circles. And there was more:
He reasoned that Sultan Abdiilhamid II had actively prevented him and
other promising family members from studying in Europe, in an
attempt to deny them any contact with European civilization. According
to Abdiirrezzak Bey, however, it was the Ottoman officials who were
uncivilized and acting out of pure savagery when they arrested Bedirhani
family members and plundered their possessions in the spring of
1906.79% Abdiirrezzak Bey thus tried to counter the accusations, rumors
and stereotypes still in circulation about him and his family four years
after the events by turning matters around, emphasizing his own
civilizedness and underlining the savageries of his opponents. A
discourse which began in the newspaper coverage after the murder of
Ridvan Pasa in 1906 thereby continued well into the Second
Constitutional Period. Throughout the entire time period, the discussion
turned not so much around Kurdish identity and autonomy than around
being recognized as members of a civilized and modern Ottoman

imperial elite.

Standing Trial in April 1906

In the aftermath of the murder of Ridvan Paga, however, not only Ali
Samil Paga and Abdiirrezzak Bey, but all male members of the
Bedirhani family over the age of twelve, a number of sons-in-law and

other individuals related to the family by marriage, as well as neighbors,

72 Tiflis, Georgian National Archives, Fonds 15.1.310. (1910).
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friends and members of the extended network of the family were
rounded up in Istanbul and other parts of the empire. Under strict
surveillance, they were brought by boat to Tripolis in Libya, where the
trial against them was to take place. Things moved quickly, the trial
began only days after the initial investigations in Istanbul were finished,
in mid-April 1906.7°3 The arrests took place on March 26, three days
after the murder, and were prepared and accompanied by a press
campaign against the entire Bedirhani family. In spite of clear warnings
that by taking justice into their own hands, they had upset both the
palace elite and the sultan himself, no member of the Bedirhani family
took any precautions to leave the city in the aftermath of the murder.
Judging from different accounts family members gave of the events, the
arrests and ensuing exile came as a surprise to the family.”** By many
locals of Uskiidar and Kadikdy, retributions against Ali Samil Pasa in
particular were greatly appreciated, as the local population had suffered
for years under his rule and he had made lots of enemies over the

years.”?

Consequences of the murder trial affected large parts of the Kurdish
community in the capital: Rumors were circulating about a far-reaching
plot the Bedirhani family had come up with to increase their power over
the sultan and palace circles: Kurdish employees in the palace were
believed to be in on this conspiracy, and most of them were banned

from Istanbul after the assassination of Ridvan Paga. Some sources even

7% The British consul in Tripolis, Justin Alvarez, listed the following thirteen names of
prisoners: Abdurrahman Bey, Ali Samil Paga, Sa‘id Bey, Sami Bey, Midhat Bey, Cemil Bey
[i.e. Cemil Conk], Fu’ad Bey, Hikmet Bey, Nuri Bey, Yusuf Bey, Halil Bey, Es‘ad Bey, and
an Ottoman military doctor by the name of Talib Bey, who was pardoned shortly after his
arrival in Libya. See FO 195/2212, report from consul Alvarez in Tripolis, dated April 14,
1906. Hiiseyin Bey Bedirhan is not mentioned here, but his name appears in a later report
among those receiving prison sentences, see FO 195/2212, report from consul Alvarez in
Tripolis, dated May 14, 1906.

79* See Miiveddet Gonensay, Miiveddet Gonensay’in Anilar, p. 6 and Joyce Blau, “Mémoires
de I'émir Kamuran Bedir-Khan.” In: Ftudes Kurdes 1 (2000), pp. 76-80.

795 Reichspost, September 13, 1906, pp. 1-2.
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claimed that Ali Samil Paga had plotted together with Prince Yusuf
[zzeddin (1857-1916), a son of the late Sultan Abdiilaziz, to dispose the
sultan.”® Ali Samil Pasa’s and Abdiirrezzak Bey’s homes were searched
for weapons.’” A list with the names of fifteen prominent targets whom
the Bedirhanis allegedly also planned to assassinate was found during
these searches in Abdiirrezzak Bey’s house. Most contemporaries
believed this to be planted evidence.””® The names of the assumed arch-
enemies of the Bedirhani family are nonetheless worth mentioning, as
they seem to mirror an actual balance of power in government circles at
the time. Quite possibly, the list depicts the camp of those opposed to
the growing influence of Ali Samil Paga Bedirhan and his family: Grand
vizier Avlonyali Mehmed Ferid Pasa (1851-1914), who was among those

79 was on the list,

pushing for severe retributions against the family,
along with the Minister of the Interior Mehmed Fa’itk Memduh Paga
(1839-1923),8% serasker Mehmed Riza Pasa (1844-1920), Minister of
Justice Abdurrahman Nureddin Paga (1836-1912), and Izzet Bey, the
second secretary in the palace (mabeyn-i hiimayun ikinci katibi), sheikh

Abu’l-Huda as-Sayyadi, and the Minister of Trade Mustafa Zihni Paga

7% Linzer Tagespost, April 21, 1906, p. 2.

77 During the search, several dead bodies were reportedly found in a well on Ali $amil
Paga’s property — the findings were unrelated to the assassination of Ridvan Pasa, but (if
indeed true) they would be telling in terms of Ali Samil Paga’s style local politics, see Linzer
Tagespost, April 21, 1906.

798 Reichspost, September 13, 1906, pp. 1-2.

7 See also Adnan Giz, Bir Zamanlar Kadikéy ... (1900 - 1950) (Istanbul: Iletisim Yayinlari,
1988), pp. 130-131. On Mehmed Ferid Paga’s career, see Govsa, Tiirk Megshurlar
Ansiklopedisi, p. 136. He was a native of Yanya and hailed from a family of Ottoman
bureaucrats, the Vloras. Interestingly with regards to the Bedirhani family, his father
Mustafa Nuri Paga had served as kaymakam of Kandiye during the time of the Bedirhanis’
exile there.

80 Memduh Pasa also allegedly disliked the Bedirhanis enough to compose a poem
ridiculing their being sent into exile, see Alakom, Eski Istanbul Kiirtleri, p. 54, who cites
Cankirili Hacigeyoglu Ahmed Kemal’s memoirs as his source but is unable to provide an
exact reference. Alakom claims a friend brought him photocopied excerpts without any
further information.
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(1838— 1912).801 802 1t is interesting to note with regard to possible
factions and networks involved in the fall from grace of the Bedirhani
family that Tahsin Paga, another grandee of Ottoman palace circles, who
was among the sponsors of some members of the Bedirhani family and
notably helped to advance the career of Ali Samil Paga and was an
outspoken critic of Avlonyali Mehmed Ferid Pasa, did not appear on the
list. In his memoirs, Tahsin Paga described Mehmed Ferid Pasa as two-
faced and of limited capabilities.®%3 This set-up makes it likely that two
factions, one around the grand vizier Mehmed Ferid Paga, another
around Tahsin Paga which also involved (some of) the Bedirhanis, were
competing for influence in the palace at the time. Tahsin Paga seems to
have been losing ground in 1906, his influence was not strong enough to
keep his protégé Ali Samil Paga and the latter’s family out of harm’s way

after the murder of Ridvan Paga.

Unlike the interrogations of the four assassins in Istanbul, which were
open to the public and covered in great detail by the press, the trial
against the Bedirhanis in Tripolis continued behind closed doors. As a
result, press coverage was much less exhaustive. But without reliable
information, speculations ran wild all the more: There were, for
instance, false reports that Ali Samil Paga had violently assaulted,
allegedly bitten the prosecutor Necmeddin Paga.?* In the early morning

hours of April 13, 1906, fourteen members of the Bedirhani family

81 The mentioning of Mustafa Zihni Pasa is interesting, as he was himself of Kurdish
origins, being born in Siileymaniye as a member of the influential Baban family, Kuneralp,
Osmanly erkdn ve ricali, p. 12.

802 The last two were mentioned in an article in Linzer Tagespost, April 21, 1906, p. 2. The
animosity between sheikh Abu’l-Huda and Ali Samil Pasa is well documented in other
sources as well, see chapter 3.

803 Tahsin Paga, Tahsin Pasa’min Yidiz Hatiralan. Sultan Abdiilhamid (Istanbul: Bogazici
Yayinlari, 1990), pp. 93-98.

804 Dilsner Tagblatt, May 15, 1906, p. 4. According to this (false) account, the prosecutor had
died as a result of the attack.
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arrived in Tripolis, escorted by large numbers of police.?> The events
provoked great excitement and curiosity among the local population in
Tripolis, but the prisoners were held in strict confinement and no one
was allowed near them.8%¢ The proceedings began in the following week
with the questioning of the two main suspects, Abdiirrezzak Bey and Ali
Samil Paga. Abdiirrezzak Bey claimed to have prepared the assassination
on the imperial order of the sultan himself — the judge refused this to be
recorded in the official transcript.®”” Abdiirrezzak Bey never denied his
responsibility for the death of Ridvan Paga, he had even admitted his
involvement to the sultan in person shortly after the events.8% While it is
difficult to assess if indeed the sultan had an interest in the death of
Ridvan Paga, public opinion in Istanbul at the time found this
explanation credible. Reportedly, the death of Ridvan Paga was not much
regretted.809 For the sultan, the affair constituted a win-win situation, as
he was able to come to terms with two powerful and rather unruly
players in the capital at once, with Ridvan Paga dead and Ali Samil Paga

sent off into exile.

On April 19, a steamer arrived in Tripolis from Istanbul with Ottoman
officials, clerks and five judges, as well as fifteen witnesses and the four
Kurdish prisoners accused of carrying out the assassination on the

orders of Abdiirrezzak Bey on board. The prosecutor in the case,

805 See FO 195/2212, telegram from consul Alvarez in Tripolis, dated April 13, 1906.
Alvarez proved a keen and curious observer of the ensuing trial, to the extent that his
supervisors in London chided him for providing too many gossipy details. On the other
hand, it seems clear that Alvarez was largely uninformed about the broader context of the
events, being unfamiliar with the Bedirhani family and their position in the capital,
misspelling the family name as “Bederkhazad” in his first report dating from April 13,
1906.

806 FO 195/2212, report from consul Alvarez in Tripolis, dated April 14, 1906.

807 FO 195/2212, telegram from consul Alvarez in Tripolis, dated April 27, 1906.

808 Reichspost, September 13, 1906, pp. 1-2.

809 See the three-page article in The Outlook dated April 7, 1906 and signed N., a copy of
which is included in FO 371/149, ambassador Nicholas O’Conor to Edward Grey, letter
dated April 9, 1906. See also “Murder of a Turkish Official.” In: Times, London, March 26,
1906.
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Necmeddin Paga was trusted by Abdiilhamid II and had already been
handling the trial following a bomb attack on the sultan in July 1905.810
The group was accompanied by Ismail Bey, another intimate and aide-
de-camp (yaver) of Abdiilhamid I1.8'* On May 12, they were finally joined
by Ahmed Ni'metullah Efendi, judge at the criminal court of appeal in
Istanbul, who was appointed to preside over the trial against the
Bedirhanis. The trial was opened the following morning and continued
throughout the entire day, the public being excluded from the
proceedings.?!'? Abdiirrezzak Bey was reported to have defended himself
rather than bringing a lawyer. He argued that the public being excluded
from the trial was evidence that he and his relatives were not tried for a
criminal offense, but for political reasons. He refused to answer any

questions, protesting the illegality of the entire trial.

As a result of the trial, three members of the Bedirhani family were
initially sentenced to death: Abduirrezzak Bey, Ali Samil Paga and Cemil
Bey [Conk], a son-in-law of the late Necib Pagsa Bedirhan. The accused
secretly addressed petitions to the French, Italian and British consulates,
pleading for a diplomatic intervention on their behalf. They argued that
the trial had not been a fair one and expressed the fear that even those
family members spared from death sentences were in great danger of
falling victim to political murder.8!®> The foreign diplomats, however,

agreed that it was not in their interest to interfere.'* The death

810 Tinzer Tagespost, April 21, 1906, p. 2.

811 FO 195/2212, report from consul Alvarez in Tripolis, dated April 30, 1906. This was
most probably general Ismail Fazil Paga (1856-1921), a graduate and former teacher of the
Ottoman military college (harbiye), see Govsa, Tiirk Meshurlar Ansiklopedisi, p. 193.

812 FO 195/2212, report from consul Alvarez in Tripolis, dated May 14, 1906. Alvarez
mentioned the extraordinary security measures which were taken, with high numbers of
police guarding the venue and preventing people from so much as approaching the court
house.

813 FO 195/2212, telegram from consul Alvarez in Tripolis, dated May 20, 1906.

814 FO 195/2212, note by Nicolas O’Conor, British ambassador in Istanbul, on the report
from consul Alvarez in Tripolis, dated May 20, 1906. An exception was made in the case of
Abdurrahman Bedirhan, whose wife was a Swiss citizen. For international interventions
on her behalf, see chapter 7 on Miiveddet Gonensay, her daughter.
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sentences for Abdiirrezzak Bey, Ali Samil Paga and Cemil Bey were
eventually converted into life sentences in prison. A number of other
family members also received prison sentences and were sent off to
different locations of exile.®'> Ali Samil Pasa, Abdiirrezzak Bey and
Cemil Bey, along with Sa‘id and Bedirhan Bey, were sent to be
imprisoned in Ta‘if in Yemen, Mikdat Midhat and Hasan Bey Bedirhan
were sent to Sana‘a, and Halil Bey Bedirhan, his unnamed son, as well
as Murad and Abdurrahman Bey Bedirhan were imprisoned in the
Libyan hinterland, in the area of Fezzan.®1® Most of them were released
from custody in 1908, following a general amnesty for political prisoners
after the Constitutional Revolution. Ali Samil Paga died in prison prior
to 1908, and Abdiirrezzak Bey was released only in 1910.87 Those family
members who were acquitted and did not receive prison sentences were
shipped off to Jaffa and Beirut, to be sent into exile from there after the

trial was closed in the last week of May 1906.51%

Looking at the proceedings of the trial in detail reveals a number of
things: First of all, the amount of security invested in keeping the
Bedirhanis isolated throughout the trial is striking. Rather than holding
the trial in the capital, the Ottoman authorities went through great
inconvenience to ship suspects, witnesses and judges off to Tripolis in

Libya, a place as remote as one could possibly find within the Ottoman

815 According to consul Alvarez, Sa‘id, Mikdat Midhat and Halil Bey Bedirhan were
sentenced to life imprisonment, Hiiseyin and Abdurrahman Bey received ten and fifteen
years in prison, respectively. The others were acquitted.

816 For a list with the intended places of exile for each individual, see BOA, Y.A.HUS.
501.108.

817 Interestingly, the third suspect initially sentenced to death along with Ali $amil Pasa
and Abdiirrezzak Bey, Cemil Bey [Conk] regained his freedom in 1908, indicating that he,
too, was regarded as a political prisoner. See Cemil Conk, Canakkale Conkbayir Savaslar:
(Ankara: E.U. Basimevi, 1959), p. 1. Cemil Bey was an Ottoman military and graduate of
the harbiye. He is remembered as a war hero of the Turkish War of Independence, which
also constitutes the focus of his memoirs.

818 FO 195/2212, report from consul Alvarez in Tripolis, dated May 27, 1906.
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lands at the time.’1° Mainly accessible by sea, access could, at least to
some extent, be controlled. Local supporters of the Bedirhanis could be
expected to be few. In addition, the trial was held in closed sessions.
These extensive security measures are indicative of a fear of the
authorities that the family was potentially able to mobilize a large base of
supporters, stirring up public protest and unrest in their favor. This
reading of the events is supported by the fact that in the days following
the murder of Ridvan Paga, Ottoman troops were reportedly withdrawn
from the Ottoman-Iranian border and sent to the Kurdish regions of
Anatolia, “in apprehension of trouble among the Kurds (...) consequent
on the severe measures instituted against Kurds in Constantinople.”8
On May 2, 1906, Yusuf, a lower-ranking Kurdish tribal leader and
alleged protégé of Ali Samil Paga was indeed reported to be agitating
among the Kurdish tribes, calling for an uprising in favor of the
Bedirhanis.®?! Another indicator of a general fear of reprisal and Kurdish
unrest following the arrest of prominent members of the Bedirhani
family was that the sudden death of the former vali of Cezayir-i Bahr-i
Sefid, Abidin Paga (1843-1906), which occurred in the Yildiz Palace on
May 8, 1906, was immediately brought in connection with a possible
Kurdish “revenge for past ill-treatment,” as the British ambassador put
it.822 It turned out, however, that Abidin Pasa had died of natural
causes.??3 While a general atmosphere of apprehension prevailed in the
capital and the Ottoman authorities feared that punitive measures

against the Bedirhani family would potentially lead to a large-scale

819 Using Tripolis and its surroundings as the Ottoman equivalent of Siberia, a place of
exile for disagreeable oppositionals, was a policy well-tried by Sultan Abdiilhamid II, who
had a habit of sending critics of his authoritarian rule there since the 1870s, Lisa
Anderson, The State and Social Transformation in Tunisia and Libya, 1830 — 1980 (Princeton
Univ. Press, 1986), pp. 90-91.

820 Quoted from “News in Brief.” In: Times, London, April 25, 1906, p. 5. The article goes
on to report that Kurds in large numbers were being expelled from the capital.

821 Quoted from “News in Brief.” In: Times, London, May 2, 1906, p. 5.

82 FO 371/150, telegram from British ambassador Nicholas O’Conor in Istanbul to Sir
Edward Grey, dated May 9, 1906.

823 FO 371/150, follow-up telegram from O’Conor in the afternoon of May 10, 1906.

284



uprising of the Kurdish tribes in Eastern Anatolia, this was not what
happened — mostly because even though the Bedirhani family was
indeed powerful and had access to a far-reaching network, extending to
the Kurdish tribes outside of the Ottoman capital, their power and
influence were far from undisputed. Notably, the prominent Hamidiye
leader ibrahim Paga Milli had an interest in keeping the power of the
Bedirhani family in check, since he had established his own stronghold
over the region around Virangehir in the vacuum of power after the exile
of the Bedirhanis. A powerful local opponent of the Bedirhani family
and loyal supporter of his benefactor the sultan, Ibrahim Paga was
highly unlikely to mobilize the Kurdish population in favor of the

Bedirhanis.

It also emerges from the court case that the Ottoman authorities put
pressure on the Kurdish community in Istanbul, among which the
Bedirhani family counted numerous supporters, since they acted as
patrons and advocates of Kurdish workers and were able to make their
clients’ interests heard in the state institutions. In the aftermath of the
murder of Ridvan Paga, Kurdish workers were exiled from Istanbul in
larger numbers, accused of being agents and collaborators of the
Bedirhani family and about to prepare further political murders. While
the charges were completely trumped-up, they provided the sultan with
an occasion to thoroughly rid the capital of the network of supporters of
the Bedirhani family, making it even more unlikely that they should
return from exile and regain their former powers. Trying to understand
the background of this purge of Kurdish networks in Istanbul in the
aftermath of the murder of Ridvan Paga, it makes sense to consider not
only the interests of Sultan Abdiilhamid II, who feared the increasing

influence of the Bedirhani family in Istanbul, but also the actions of a
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number of other high-ranking Ottoman officials involved.®?* Among
those pushing for a severe punishment of the Bedirhani family after the
murder was the grand vizier Avlonyali Mehmed Ferid Pasa.??® It was
him who suggested the trial should be held in Tripolis instead of
Istanbul, to prevent the numerous supporters and relatives of the family

from getting involved in the matter.326

Bedirhanis and their Supporters in Exile, 1906 to 1908

As an appendix to his booklet on the history of the Bedirhani family,
Liitfi [Liceli Ahmed Ramiz] provides a detailed list with information on
the family members persecuted in the aftermath of the murder of
Ridvan Paga, along with their places of exile or imprisonment.
Altogether, he counts 107 individuals related to the family who were
targeted by punitive measures.®?” Not all members of the extended
Bedirhani family, however, were sent to Tripolis to stand trial after the
murder. Only Murad, Mikdat Midhat, Hasan, Abdurrahman and Halil
Bey Bedirhan, Abdurrezzak Bey’s brothers Bedirhan and Sa‘id Bey,
along with Abdiirrezzak Bey’s cousins Ferid, Fa’iz, Siileyman, Fu’ad and
Halil Bey were tried and convicted, together with Ali Samil Paga and
Abdiirrezzak Bey himself. It is unclear on what basis these family

members were singled out for stricter punishment, other than the fact

82+ Also keeping in mind the role of Ali Samil Pasa and Ridvan Pasa as kabaday,
mobilizers, advocats and patrons of large numbers of urban populations. As two of these
powerful brokers vanished from the scene in 1906, space opened up for other protagonists
and their respective networks of supporters.

825 Mehmed Zeki Pakalin, Sicill-i Osmani Zeyli, 11. Cilt (Ankara: Tiirk Tarih Kurumu, 2008),
pp. 54-56.

826 BOA, Y.A.HUS. 501.50, 06 S 1324 H (April 1, 1906). Mehmed Ferid Pasa further
suggested that those family members not directly involved in the murder should take an
oath in front of a sharia court, swearing that they would abstain from any disobedience in
the future. Family members also should be closely watched, until they “mended their
ways,” “1slah-1 nefs edegegine kadar zabitanin taragsudat ve takayyiidat1 miitemadiyesi
altinda tutulmagalari ...”

827 Liitfi, Emir Bedirhan, Istanbul, no date, pp. 54-56.
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that Sa‘id and Bedirhan Bey lived in the household of Abdiirrezzak Bey
and were thus particularly close to him. In the case of Mikdat Midhat
and Abdurrahman Bey Bedirhan, who both had proven ties to the liberal
opposition against Sultan Abdiilhamid II and had in the past been
outspoken critics of his authoritarian rule, it seems as if palace circles
were seizing the opportunity to get rid of them, regardless of their de

facto role in the murder of Ridvan Paga.

The Ottoman province of Libya, where the trial took place, however, was
not completely free of Bedirhani influence when the proceedings began
in 1906:328 Osman Pasa Bedirhan, a general (ferik) in the Ottoman army,
was serving in the military administration in the city of Tripolis when
his family members were sent there in the spring of 1906. Finding this
highly inconvenient, the Ottoman authorities at first made efforts to
send Osman Paga away, and Aleppo was suggested as a suitable place of
exile. The officials in charge, however, soon had second thoughts about
this choice: They realized that there was a sizable Kurdish population
living in the surroundings of Aleppo and also feared that as Aleppo
shared a border with the province of Diyarbekir, Osman Paga would
have no difficulties to get in contact with other Kurdish tribes in the
wider region.®?° It was then decided that Osman Pasa should be allowed
to stay in the province of Tripolis, on the condition that he would not
contact his relatives in any way or help them to escape.®3® The case of
Osman Paga highlights some of the priorities the Ottoman authorities
had in their handling of the Bedirhani case. It was feared that family
members would cooperate to help each other and improve their

situation, it seemed therefore essential for the Ottoman state to keep the

828 In addition to Osman Pasa, another son of Emir Bedirhan, Bahri Pasa Bedirhan, was
also employed in Libya around the turn of the century. I have not been able to trace him or
his family in the aftermath of 1906. On Bahri in Libya prior to that, see E. Dagobert
Schoenfeld, Aus den Staaten der Barbaresken (Berlin: Dietrich Reimer, 1902), pp. 49-52.
Schoenfeld was friends with Bahri Paga’s son Ziya Bey.

829 BOA, BEO. 2796.209652, 07 S 1324 H (April 2, 1906).

80 BOA, I.LHUS. 140.1324, 07 S 1324 H (April 2, 1906).

287



different family members apart. Secondly, it appeared crucial to keep
members of the Bedirhani family a safe distance away from the Kurdish
areas of the empire, where they could hope to mobilize support for their

cause.

These priorities are mirrored in the trajectories of family members after
1906: In addition to the fourteen individuals related to the Bedirhani
family who were brought to trial in Tripolis, a large number of other
family members lost their positions in the Ottoman administration and
were sent into exile or forced residence to remote corners of the empire
and scattered far apart from each other. The dispatches of the British
representative in Konya document the fate of Emin Ali Bey Bedirhan, a
younger brother of Ali Samil Paga’s, in the aftermath of the murder of
Ridvan Paga: Emin Ali Bey, who resided in Ankara in March 1906, was
at the height of his career as an imperial official and had held the
position of judicial inspector (‘adliye miifettisi) for the provinces of
Ankara and Konya since 1904, receiving a monthly salary of 5.000
kurus.23! In early April of 1906, immediately after the involvement of his
relatives in the murder of Ridvan Paga had become known, Emin Ali Bey
was dismissed from his post and forced to resettle in Isparta with his
wife and children. At the turn of the century, Isparta was a fairly isolated
small town, located in a mountainous region of the western Taurus
range and known for the quality of its religious schools.®*? Emin Ali
Bey’s monthly salary was cut to 1.500 kurus®*? but he continued to be
employed in the Ottoman administration, bound by a so-called ikamet
arrangement, making him an official in (forced) residence, and

prohibiting him from leaving his post. Since he had been in Ankara

81 See Emin Ali Bey Bedirhan'’s sicill-i ahval file, BOA, DH.SAID. 2.430.

82 Serif Mardin, Religion and Social Change in Modern Turkey. The Case of Bediiizzaman
Said Nursi (New York: State Univ. of New York Press, 1989), pp. 151 and 153-154. Mardin
is interested in Isparta because of another, more prominent exile sent into the town: Sa‘id
Nursi, who stayed there in the 1920s.

83 FO 195/2219, vice-consul J. Sayabalian in Konya to British ambassador Eyres in
Istanbul, report dated April 5, 1906, and BOA, DH.SAID. 2.430.
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during the preparations and at the time of the murder, it was highly
unlikely that Emin Ali Bey was directly involved in the assassination of
Ridvan Paga. The purpose of the measures taken against him was to
keep him under surveillance and to prevent him from getting into
contact with other members of his family or their network of supporters.
When Emin Ali Bey did not abide to the conditions of his exile and left
the area of Isparta without official permission, he and his family were
exiled again, this time facing much harsher conditions: They found
themselves sent off to live in a decrepit old fortress in ‘Akka in Ottoman

Palestine in 1907.834

The case of Emin Ali Bey Bedirhan offers a blue-print to contextualize
the less well-documented trajectories of other members of the Bedirhani
family in the aftermath of the murder of Ridvan Paga. Many of them,
like Emin Ali Bey, held offices in the higher ranks of the Ottoman
administration and found themselves demoted in 1906: Emin Ali Bey’s
brother Hiiseyin Kenan Bey was employed as district governor
(mutasarrfy of Yozgat in Central Anatolia in 1906. He, too, was
dismissed from his post and sent off to Nablus to serve as an official in
forced residence in the aftermath of the murder of Ridvan Pasa.®*® In the
following year, the measures against him were tightened, and he was
sent to be imprisoned in Ta'if in Yemen. This appears to have been a
reaction to the fact that Hiiseyin Kenan Bey left Nablus without official
permission, attempting to return to his abandoned house in Istanbul to
take care of his property.®3® Bedri Paga Bedirhan, who lived in Istanbul
in 1906 and was a member of the Council of State (sura-y1 devlet), was
exiled to the island of Rhodes.?” Along with him, his brother Kemal Bey

Bedirhan, who had been appointed as kaymakam of Haifa at the time,

8+ For details on Emin Ali Bey’s exile in Isparta and his biography in general, see chapter
5.

835 BOA, BEO. 2796.209674, 06 S 1324 H (April 1, 1906), and Liitfi, Emir Bedirhan, p. 54.

86 BOA, DH.SYS. 34.94, ek 3, 29.01.1329 M (April 4, 1911).

87 Liitfi, Emir Bedirhan, p. 54.
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and his son-in-law Mehmed Salih Bey were also exiled to the same
locality.®*® Other family members residing in the province of Syria in
1906, among them Hamid Bey Bedirhan and his son Galib Bey, Ziibeyir
Bey Bedirhan, who was working in the municipal administration of
Damascus and others, were arrested on the spot.839 Fa’ik and ibrahim
Hikmet Bey, the sons of the late Mustafa Ali Bey Bedirhan, were both
dismissed from their posts in the imperial administration and sent into
exile. Fa’ik Bey found himself on the island of Rhodes,?*° together with
some of his relatives, and Ibrahim Hikmet Bey was forced to give up his
position in the land registry office (defter-i hakani) in Istanbul and move
to Kayseri.841 A son-in-law of the Bedirhanis, Ali Galib Paga, who was at
the time governor (mutasarrif) of the island of Midilli (Lesbos), was
dismissed from his post and exiled to izmir.2*? Even very young family
members, among them the sons of Ali Samil Paga and Hasan Bey, who
were only twelve years old at the time, and Emin Ali Bey’s son Siireyya
Bedirhan, were taken out of school, arrested in Istanbul and sent into
exile from there®*3 From the wider circle of acquaintances of the
Bedirhani family, it is known that Leon Bey, one of the neighbors of
Abdurrezzak Bey Bedirhan who worked for the Ottoman tax authorities,
was also exiled from the capital, as was Hasan Fu’ad Paga, a school
director who happened to own a photography of Abdiirrezzak Bey.**
Apart from these two individuals, the thrust of the investigation and
ensuing punitive measures, however, was directed against the Kurdish
community of Istanbul. The father of the Kurdish tribal leader Simko
Aga, for instance, was persecuted in the context of the measures taken

against the wider network of the Bedirhani family. Simko Aga himself

838 Liitfi, Emir Bedirhan, pp. 54-56.

89 Liitfi, Emir Bedirhan, pp. 54-56.

840 See Fa’ik Bey’s sicill-i ahval file, BOA, DH.SAID. 75.87.

81 See Ibrahim Hikmet Bey’s sicill-i ahval file, BOA, DH.SAID. 112.228, and Liitfi, Emir
Bedirhan, p. 55.

82 Liitfi, Emir Bedirhan, p. 56.

83 Liitfi, Emir Bedirhan, p. 55.

8 Liitfi, Emir Bedirhan, p. 57.
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later became a supporter and fellow combatant of Abdiirrezzak Bedirhan

in the Ottoman-ITranian borderlands during the First World War.3%

The wave of arrests hit the Bedirhanis by surprise. Only two members of
the extended family, Halil Bey, a son of one of Emir Bedirhan’s
daughters, and Bekir Bey, a son-in-law of Necib Paga Bedirhan, managed
to flee to Egypt.8*® Others targeted by the measures against the family
were able to mobilize support on their behalf in order to avert or reduce
the punishment meted out against them: Siileyman Fa’ik Bey, related to
the Bedirhani family by marriage and employed as accountant in the
administration of the pious foundations (evkaf muhasebeci) in the vilayet
of Konya, was supposed to be exiled to Kayseri. Asked to intervene,
however, the vali of Konya ibrahim Fa’ik Bey [iris] (1852-1941), was able
to obtain official permission for Siilleyman Fa’ik Bey and his wife to

return instead to Damascus, their native city and family home.3%’

What did the events of 1906 mean for the relations between the Ottoman
state and the Bedirhani family? For most of the family members, it does
not seem justified to speak of an irreversible turning point or lasting
rupture with the Ottoman system. Even though the majority of the
Bedirhanis found themselves exiled from their former positions and cut
off from the sources of income and networks of support they were used
to, many of them continued to be employed in the Ottoman
administration and were allowed to live with their wives and children.

After only two years in exile, most of them returned to their homes and,

85 Alakom, Eski Istanbul Kiirtleri, p. 49, citing Refik Hilmi, Amidar (Istanbul: Ntjen
Yayinlar, 1995), p. 15. The original was not available to me.

846 Liitfi, Emir Bedirhan, pp. 55-56. As far as I can see, Necib Pasa had no son-in-law by the
name of Bekir — most probably, Bekir [Sasa], the husband of Mihriban Bedirhan and son-
in-law of Hiiseyin Kenan Bey Bedirhan was meant here.

87 For this account, see FO 195/2219, vice-consul J. Sayabalian in Konya to British
ambassador Eyres in Istanbul, report dated April 18, 1906. The name of the wife of
Siilleyman Fa’ik Bey, a granddaughter of Emir Bedirhan, is not mentioned. It was most
probably Edibe [later Cinar, d. 1955], a daughter of Adiye Bedirhan, see her death notice in
Milliyet, August 8, 1955.
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in some instances, even to their former positions in 1908. The
perspective of the state towards members of the family, however, had
changed after 1906, as is demonstrated by formulations used in the sicill-
i ahval files: Prior to 1906, members of the Bedirhani family were
recorded as individual bureaucrats, some of them rather ambitious,
approaching the height of their professional careers. Their personal files
commented on what they knew, where they had studied and served and
cited authorities testifying as to how well they had done. After the
murder of Ridvan Paga, however, the tone of the files changed. A
shadow of general suspicion was cast over all members of the extended

7848 _ “hecause he

Bedirhani family: “Bedirhanilerden olmak gihetiyle ...
is one of the Bedirhanis” emerged as the formula explaining and
legitimizing the measures taken against individual family members,
along with the ensuing career breakups and stalled promotions in the
sicill-i ahval files. Individual Bedirhanis were now treated as members of
a collective by the authorities, permanently suspected of cultivating
internal links of solidarity which cut across and might go against

loyalties to the imperial state.

Alternative Outlooks on the Events of 1906

The official news coverage of the case in March and April 1906, as it has
been illustrated above, amounted to a unanimous condemnation of the
entire Bedirhani family, with various widely read newspapers in the
Ottoman capital reporting stories which were, in some passages,
identical to the letter. However, this does not mean that the published
version of the crime and the ensuing investigation was a story everyone
agreed upon. Rather, there were no public outlets for diverging accounts
and defenses of the Bedirhani family. Those who disagreed with the

official narrative, however, existed — and not all of them remained silent.

848 See for instance Emin Ali Bey’s sicill-i ahval file BOA, DH.SAID. 2.430.
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In 1907 or somewhat later, Liitfi [Liceli Ahmed Ramiz] published his
account on the Bedirhani family history, which focused on the events of
1906 as its linchpin. From his perspective, the entire family history,
from their being exiled in the mid-19™ century onwards, seemed to
foreshadow and ultimately culminate in a conspiracy which brought
down the family in 1906. With his text, Liitfi in many ways acted as the
defense attorney the Bedirhanis were denied in court, taking the
argument of the prosecution apart. Litfi’s account does not argue with
the facts: He confirmed that Abdiirrezzak Bey was indeed having an
argument with Ridvan Paga, which had broken out over neglected road
repair works. Abdiirrezzak Bey in turn kidnapped Ahmed Aga; Ridvan
Paga sent his ruffians to free Ahmed Aga from Abdiirrezzak Bey’s
house; a member of the Bedirhani family was injured during this
incident. Abduirrezzak Bedirhan hired assassins to take revenge on
Ridvan Paga, who ended up being killed — no difference so far from the

contemporary Ottoman news coverage which has been discussed above.

But Liitfi went on to stress two points: First of all, had the sultan reacted
adequately and pressed Ridvan Paga to fulfill his responsibilities, or had
he at least punished him after he had escalated the situation and
attacked Abdiirrezzak Bey’s home, the murder would have been avoided.
But since no support from the palace was forthcoming, Abdiirrezzak Bey
was, according to Liitfi, practically forced to take matters into his own
hands. After all, Liitfi reasoned, his house had been under attack, his
family’s personal space and notably the most restricted and vulnerable
space of their home, the harem had been invaded by strangers, and a
family member had been injured on top of all that. It was, in Lutfi’s
understanding of the situation, a question of honor and an obligation for
Abdiirrezzak Bey to react to these violations.®*° In other contemporary

accounts, the Bedirhanis and notably Ali Samil Paga were accused of

89 Liitfi, Emir Bedirhan, pp. 47-48.
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overreacting and taking justice into their own hands, not unlike the
feudal lords (derebeys) of 0ld.®>° Liitfi, on the other hand, blamed Ridvan
Paga for escalating the situation. Using very similar vocabulary, he
compared Ridvan Paga’s conduct to the arbitrary derebeys and warlord-
like Janissaries of earlier centuries.®>! While Liitfi's defense is clearly
apologetic and just as biased and exaggerated as the reports blaming the
Bedirhanis, it does provide a stark reminder that there was no consensus
about what had happened in 1906 and who was to be held responsible
for it. His account provides a glimpse of what could have been the line
defense of the members of the Bedirhani family in court, an element
completely silenced and left out in the other descriptions available. In
addition, Liitfi’s account provides some leads as to why Abdiirrezzak Bey
and Ali Samil Paga would have thought it possible that they could get
away with the murder and what their reasoning why it was necessary to

commit the crime would have been.

Second, Lutfi identified several weaknesses in the court case: The theory
that Abdiirrezzak Bey had hired the assassins, he pointed out, rested
entirely on the confessions of the assassins themselves. No additional
evidence supporting this had been brought forward.®>? Third, Liitfi took
issue with the fact that not only the two main suspects in the case,
Abdiirrezzak Bey and Ali Samil Paga, were arrested and tried for the
murder of Ridvan Paga, but the entire extended family was persecuted in
the aftermath of the crime. What did Mikdat Midhat, Murad, Hasan or
Abdurrahman Bey Bedirhan do which justified them being tried for

80 See Halide Edip, Mor Salkumli Ev (Istanbul: Atlas Kitabevi, 1979), p. 112: “Zavalli Ali
Samil Paga bu kavgay: uygun gérmemis, fakat bir yandan ailesinin etkisi, bir yandan da bir
cesit irsi derebeylik gururuyla bagini beldya sokmustu.” A similar wording can be found in
Govsa’s biographical sketch of Ali Samil Paga, “Uskiidar Ciheti Kumandan iken adeta
Derebeyligi yapar (...),” Govsa, Tiirk Meshurlar Ansiklopedisi, p. 40. The very same term
“derebey” also found its way into Miiveddet Gonensay’s recollections, Miiveddet
Gonensay’in Anilari, p. 4.

81 Liitfi, Emir Bedirhan, p. 48: “.. Rizvan Pa% da Istanbal i¢inde derebeyligi, eski
yenicerilii uyandirmazdi ve ‘Abdiirrezzak Bey’in hanesi basdirmak (...) bulunmazd: ...”

82 Liitfi, Emir Bedirhan, p. 49.

294



murder, where was the evidence against them, Lutfi asked pointedly in
his account.®? Liitfi found it even more reprehensible that innocent
children and female members of the family also had to suffer severe
consequences.®* Speculating about the motives for implicating the
entire Bedirhani family with the murder, Liitfi argued that the sultan
had come to fear the increasing influence of the family and was
committed to bring them down once and for all.8%5 In addition to Liitfi,
Abdurrahman Bedirhan’s friend Abdullah Cevdet also spoke up against
the collective persecution of the Bedirhani family. From exile in Cairo,
he published an article to this effect in his journal Ictihad in April
1906.85¢ It can be surmised that Abdullah Cevdet and Liitfi were in
contact, with Liitfi’s more detailed defense being perhaps a follow-up to
Cevdet’s article, as Lutfi’'s account was edited by Cevdet’s publishing

house in Cairo, the Matba‘a-y1 ictihad.

Drawing Conclusions from the Events of 1906

Looking at what individual family members did after they were released
from prison or allowed to return from exile following the Constitutional
Revolution and ensuing general amnesty for political prisoners in 1908
allows to speculate about their affiliations with the empire: Were they
returning to their former homes, in Istanbul, Damascus or Greater
Syria? Did they continue to work in the Ottoman administration? Or did
they actively seek out other opportunities, looking beyond the Ottoman
imperial framework? The evidence at hand strongly suggests that a large
majority of members of the Bedirhani family continued to support and
acted as part of the Ottoman Empire after 1908. Only Abdiirrezzak Bey

Bedirhan constitutes an exception: He was ready to break away from the

83 Liitfi, Emir Bedirhan, p. 50.
8% Liitfi, Emir Bedirhan, p. 50.
85 Liitfi, Emir Bedirhan, p. 51.
86 Hanioglu, Doktor Abdullah Cevdet, p. 218.
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Ottoman state upon his return from exile. Following his release from
prison in 1910, he asked for asylum in Czarist Russia.®’ However, it
needs to be remarked that he continued to operate within an imperial (as
opposed to nationalist) framework, merely replacing one imperial
sponsor with another by now seeking support from Russia. Abdiirrezzak
Bey wrote in his bid for asylum addressed to the Russian czar that he
saw no future for himself or his family in the Ottoman Empire and had
thus decided to emigrate, seeking protection in Russia. As one of the
chief suspects tried for the murder of Ridvan Paga, he had been
punished more thoroughly than other members of the family:
Abdiirrezzak Bey had spent time in prison and was held in solitary
confinement for more than three years. In his bid for asylum, he
described the injustice he had experienced and the misery his family had
to endure after the departure of all its male members from Istanbul in
detail, also mentioning that the family was expropriated when they were
forced to leave the capital. After being finally released from prison in
1910, Abdiirrezzak Bey realized that his prospects in post-Hamidian
Istanbul were bleak. Prior to his fall from grace, he had been a high-
ranking official close to the former Sultan Abdalhamid II. Under the
CUP regime, however, he found his former networks of support no
longer in place. His experience and contacts in Russia, dating back to the
time he had worked as a diplomat at the Russian embassy in St.
Petersburg, made him turn to the czar. After his bid for asylum was

granted, he moved to Yerevan in 1911.8%8

Before I come back to the trajectory of Abdiirrezzak Bey in the final
section of this chapter, it is necessary to point out that his case is

exceptional. Other family members did not perceive the events between

87 Abdurrezzak Bedirhan, Otobiyografya, transl. Hasan Cuni (Istanbul: Peri Yayinlari,
2000), p. 16.

88 Michael Reynolds, “Abdiirrezzak Bedirhan. Ottoman Kurd a Russophile in the Twilight
of Empire.” In: Kritika 12.2 (2011), pp. 411-450.
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1906 and 1908 as a meaningful break: For Mehmed Salih Bey, for
instance, the murder and ensuing persecution of his family did not
constitute a decisive turning point in his patriotism and attitude towards
the Ottoman Empire.®® For younger family members like Kamuran
Bedirhan, who lived through the affair of 1906 as a child, the events
gained meaning in retrospect, from the perspective of a committed and
seasoned Kurdish nationalist: In an autobiographical interview recorded
by the French Orientalist Thomas Bois in Beirut in 1946,%%° Kamuran
Bedirhan recalled how he was a student at the prestigious Galatasaray
Lisesi in Istanbul in 1906 when he was called into the headmaster’s
office one day, together with eleven of his brothers and cousins who also
attended the school at the time.®! The young Bedirhanis were
immediately whisked away under police custody, to be interrogated and
later sent into exile with their families. In retrospect, Kamuran Bedirhan
claimed that this run-in with the Ottoman authorities shattered his
confidence in an imperial future for his family and the Kurdish
community beyond repair. His statements have to be taken with a grain
of salt, as they constitute a comment on the Ottoman past made within a
particular historical situation: In 1946, at the time of the interview,
Kamuran Bedirhan was living in exile in Lebanon, working actively
towards an independent Kurdish state and promoting the idea of his
own family’s claim to leadership within such a state. It made sense for
him to stress a definite and preferably early moment of rupture with the

imperial system within the larger narrative of his nationalist awakening.

89 Uzun & Bedir-Han, Defter-i A’'malm, pp. 85-96.

860 Joyce Blau, “Mémoires de 'émir Kamuran Bedir-Khan.“ In: Etudes Kurdes 1 (2000), pp.
71-90.

81 This incident was unusual enough to make it into the annual school report: “The
increase over last year in the number of students enrolled is 31. Seventeen races were
represented, of whom the Greeks constituted 52 per cent; the Armenians, 21 per cent;
the Bulgarians, 10 per cent. Four boys were from the Kurdish family of Bedr Khan Bey, a
family which was prominent many years ago in the massacre of the Nestorian Christians.
The adult members of this family (to the number of forty) were thisyear exiled
from Constantinople on account of the murder of the Prefect of the City ...”, cited by John
Freely, A History of Robert College. The American College for Girls, and Bogazigi University
(Bosphorus University) 2 vols. (Istanbul: Yap: Kredi Yayinlari, 2000), vol. 1, p. 167.
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Kamuran Bedirhan’s own actions after his return from exile in the early
20" century, however, offer a different perspective which does not
support the idea of an immediate break with the Ottoman Empire after
1906. Rather, his trajectory between 1908 and the end of the First World
War was in line with the experiences of many of his relatives which have
been explored above: He returned to Istanbul and swiftly regained his
footing in the imperial system. He finished his secondary education in
Istanbul and Edirne and then fought in the Balkan Wars on the Ottoman
side.862 He subsequently chose to study law in Istanbul, a profession
which would have prepared him to enter the Ottoman civil service had

the empire survived.

Another account of the events in 1906 and their aftermath helps to put
Abdiirrezzak Bey’s break with the Ottoman Empire further into
perspective, demonstrating that leaving the Ottoman Empire under the
rule of the CUP was not the only alternative open to Bedirhani family
members after they regained their freedom or returned from exile.
Abdurrahman Bey (1868-1936), one of the youngest sons of Emir
Bedirhan and slightly older than his nephews Kamuran and
Abdiirrezzak Bey, had studied to be an Ottoman official at the miilkiye in
the 1890s and established connections to the Young Turk opposition,
which led to his departure from Istanbul for exile in Geneva in 1898.
Having just returned to the Ottoman Empire with his wife after an
amnesty in 1905, he had hardly settled in when he was arrested and sent
off to Tripolis with other members of his family in 1906. From his
prison cell, Abdurrahman Bey wrote several moving letters to his new-
born daughter Leyla, describing the conditions of his confinement and

expressing his worries about the fate of the entire family.8%3 After his

82 Robert Olson, The Emergence of Kurdish Nationalism and the Sheikh Said Rebellion 1880
1925 (Austin: Univ. of Texas Press, 1989), p. 13.

863 Malmisanij [Mehmed Tayfun], flk Kiirt Gazetesi Kurdistan Yayimlayan Abdurrahman
Bedirhan (1868-1936) (Istanbul: Vate Basin, 2009), pp. 48 and 73-77.
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release from prison in 1908, it would have made perfect sense for
Abdurrahman Bey to turn his back on the empire, too — particularly
since his wife was from Switzerland. However, he evaluated his situation
differently, and contrary to Abdiirrezzak Bey, he chose to stay in Istanbul
and continued his career as an Ottoman official. The memoirs of his
daughter Miiveddet Gonensay are a source for Abdurrahman Bey’s
trajectory after 1908, describing his service as an Ottoman official in
Istanbul and in the province of Aydin prior to and during the First
World War.8%* Judging from this account, Abdurrahman Bey had not
lost confidence in the Ottoman imperial system yet — possibly because
the empire still provided him with employment and a framework to
make sense of the world. According to his daughter’s account, he seems
to have lost his bearings only later, with the breakdown of the empire
after 1918, and spent the early Republican years retired and depressed

before he passed away.

4.5. Abdiirrezzak Bey Bedirhan, Between Russia and the Ottoman

Empire

Prior to the First World War, the Ottoman imperial framework
remained without real alternative for the Bedirhanis. Even the outlier
Abdiirrezzak Bey was at the time of his departure from the Ottoman
Empire in 1910 not breaking with the imperial system per se, he was
rather looking for a different imperial sponsor and framework to pursue
his personal and political goals.%> His trajectory has received some
attention in Kurdish nationalist historiography. From this perspective,
the trial against the Bedirhanis and their supporters is often depicted as

a far-reaching conspiracy against the family, masterminded by jealous

86+ Miiveddet Gonensay, Miiveddet Gonensay’in Anilart 1910-1991 (Istanbul, 1991).

85 Michael Reynolds, “Abdiirrezzak Bedirhan: Ottoman Kurd and Russophile in the
Twilight of Empire.” In: Kritika: Explorations in Russian and Eurasian History 12.2 (2011),
pp. 411-450.
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anti-Kurdish officials in the circle around the sultan. The historian Rohat
Alakom states in his account that the assassination of Ridvan Paga was
only a pretext (“bahane”) to get rid of the influential Bedirhani family.5
The fact that members of the Bedirhani family and Abdurrezzak Bey in
particular were subjected to state violence, imprisoned and forced into

exile is stressed in Kurdish historiography,®’

as these experiences
resonate strongly with a contemporary Kurdish readership. Abdiirrezzak
Bedirhan’s activities in exile after 1910 are often depicted as motivated
by Kurdish nationalism. However, looking at what is known about his

trajectory reveals a much more complex and fragmented picture.

Among the key sources on the biography of Abdiirrezzak Bedirhan are
two brief accounts he himself wrote in 1910 and 1915, respectively. Both
accounts were addressed to the Russian imperial authorities. The first
document, dating from September 14, 1910, was addressed to Nikolai
Valerievitch Charykov (1855-1930), the Russian ambassador in Istanbul
at the time.8%® The second, considerably longer document, dates from
the fall of 1915 and contains detailed explanations about Abduirrezzak
Bey’s activities, movements and expenses over the previous months,
when he was coordinating Kurdish irregulars for the Russian army. It
appears to have been written as a response to ongoing smear campaigns
and accusations against Abdiirrezzak Bey.?®® A Russian translation of
both documents is preserved in the Georgian National Archives in Tiflis.

On the basis of these archival documents, the Kurdish historian Celilé

866 Alakom, Eski Istanbul Kiirtleri, pp. 54-55.

87 Alakom, Eski Istanbul Kiirtleri, pp. 54-55.

88 Charykov served in Istanbul between July 1909 and March 1911, see Joachim
Kornrumpf, Fremde im Osmanischen Reich 1826-1912/13. Bio-bibliographisches Register
(Karlsruhe: Stutensee, 1998), p. 229. The distinguished Russian diplomat knew the
Ottoman capital (and possibly also Abdiirrezzak Bey) from earlier appointments at the
Russian embassy in Istanbul between 1889 and 1893. After the Bolsheviks came to power
in Moscow, Charykov chose Istanbul as his place of exile, see his autobiography, written in
English, Nikolai V. Tcharykow, Glimpses of High Politics. Through War and Peace 1855-1928
(London: George Allen & Unwin, 1931), pp. 21-23.

86 Bedirhan & Cuni (trans.), Otobiyografya, p. 9.
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Celil prepared a translation in Kurdish, which was in turn translated into
Turkish by Hasan Cuni. An edition containing both the Kurdish and the
Turkish version of the text, along with a brief preface by Celilé Celil, was
published under the title Abdurrezak Bedirhan. Otobiyografya in Istanbul
in 2000.870

Celil’s preface introduces Abdiirrezzak Bey’s trajectory as a tragic life
story: The protagonist is depicted as an outstanding intellectual,
revolutionary and Kurdish freedom fighter who worked tirelessly for the
advancement of the Kurdish nation, and was continuously threatened,
persecuted and eventually assassinated by the Ottoman state.’! Written
in 1910, however, the autobiographical sketch itself predates Kurdish
nationalist categories, and in many instances, the protagonist’s eventful
biography does not sit comfortably with Kurdish nationalist historio-
graphy. Nonetheless, the autobiographical account is framed by the
preface, the numerous explanatory footnotes and not at last by the
translation itself to fit within the master narrative of Kurdish national
history. The challenges encountered by researchers approaching this
source material are similar to those discussed above with regard to the
biography of Mehmed Salih Bey Bedirhan.®’? Unlike Mehmed Salih
Bey’s biography, however, the case of Abdiirrezzak Bey offers an
opportunity to get closer to the original document, thereby side-stepping
the layers added onto the text by later nationalist historiography: The
National Archives of Georgia in Tiflis contain the Russian translations of
the original accounts given by Abdiirrezzak Bey in French, dating back

into the same time period as the original text.?”3

870 Bedirhan & Cuni (trans.), Otobiyografya.

871 The text describes him as a “martyr” (sehit in the Turkish and sehid in the Kurdish
version of the preface), see Bedirhan & Cuni (trans.), Otobiyografya, p. 3.

872 See the beginning of chapter 4.

873 Tiflis, Georgian National Archives, fonds 15.1.310 (1910).
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The account given by Abdiirrezzak Bey in an attempt to recommend
him to the Russia czar understandably contain few details on his service
in the Ottoman administration, which he in hindsight depicted as
characterized by disappointment, oppression and coercion. Looking at
Abdiirrezzak Bey’s sicill-i ahval files in the Ottoman archives provides an
opportunity to obtain greater detail on the Ottoman imperial years of his
life and career:¥’* Abdiirrezzak Bedirhan was born in 1864 in Istanbul as
a grandson of Emir Bedirhan and son of the Ottoman bureaucrat Necib
Pasa Bedirhan®”® and his wife Hanife. Abdiirrezzak Bey had four
brothers and three sisters, none of whom became prominently involved
in politics or Kurdish nationalist activity.#’® Completing his higher
education in the Ottoman state school system, Abdiirrezzak Bey was
groomed for the Ottoman civil service.®”” At the age of fifteen, he began
an apprenticeship in the Ottoman judicial administration and later
continued his training in the sancak of Aydin, where his father had been
appointed as governor (mutasarrif). Abdiirrezzak Bey had hoped to be
sent to Paris for an extended period of time to study French, but was,
according to his own account, prevented from doing so by Sultan
Abdiilhamid II himself. The sultan promised to send him to Europe
later, on the condition that he completed his training as an Ottoman

diplomat.®’® Starting in October 1885,%”° Abdiirrezzak Bey thus worked

874 See his sicill-i ahval file, BOA, DH.SAID. 22.234.

875 In his biographical account, Abdiirrezzak Bey himself claimed that his father was the
oldest son of Emir Bedirhan — which was not true, but was probably meant to endorse the
claim that he wielded considerable influence over the Kurdish tribes in the eyes of his
Russian interlocutors, see Bedirhan & Cuni (trans.), Otobiyografya, pp. 22-23. Oztuna,
Devletler ve Hanedanlar, p. 581 identifies Necib Pasa as the second-oldest of Emir
Bedirhan’s sons.

876 Abdiirrezzak Bey’s younger brother Bedirhan and his brother-in-law Cemil Conk (1873-
1963, the husband of his sister Zekiye) were arrested and tried for the murder of Ridvan
Paga along with him. See Malmisanij, Cizira Botanl, p. 82 for Necib Paga Bedirhan’s
family tree. In this document, his sons are listed as Abdiirrezzak, Bedirhan, Akid, Neget
Siikrit and Muhammad Sait, his daughters are Sariye, Siddika and Zekiye.

877 According to his sicill-i ahval file, he had completed the Ottoman riisdiyye and knew to
read and write in Ottoman Turkish, Arabic, Persian and French, see BOA, DH.SAID.
22.234.

878 Bedirhan & Cuni (trans.), Otobiyografya, p. 14.
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for four years in the Ottoman Foreign Ministry in Istanbul. When he
was eventually transferred to a post abroad in 1889, he did not find
himself in Western Europe, as he had hoped. Instead, he departed for St.
Petersburg, where he served for one year as third secretary at the
Ottoman consulate. Upon his return to Istanbul, he asked for a

promotion and was offered a post at the Ottoman consulate in Tehran.

In September of 1891, already on his way to Iran, Abdiirrezzak Bey was
called back to the capital. The sultan had second thoughts about his
appointment to the east.®¥ It becomes clear from the Russian version of
his autobiographical sketch that Abdiirrezzak Bey himself thought he
had become the victim of denunciations.?®! Speculating about the
reasons why Sultan Abdiilhamid II changed his mind, it is worth noting
that the Ottoman ambassador in Tehran at the time, Halil Halid Pasa,
was a son of Ahmed Paga Baban and thus a member of another
powerful family of Ottoman-Kurdish notables regarded with some
suspicion by the Ottoman government.®¥? Possibly, the authorities
wanted to avoid a concentration of Ottoman-Kurdish officials in the
same place, particularly since Tehran was far from the Ottoman capital
and closer to the Kurdish regions of Anatolia. Midway to Tehran,
Abdurrezzak Bey, however, decided not to return to Istanbul, but
proceeded via Sevastopol to Tiflis, then part of the Russian Empire. He
himself stated later that he planned to settle in Yerevan, in close
proximity to the Kurdish communities of Ottoman Anatolia. Making use
of networks he had established into Russian diplomatic circles during
his time in St. Petersburg, Abdiirrezzak Bey received a warm welcome in

Tiflis. However, it was made clear to him that pressure from the

879 See BOA, DH.SAID. 22.234 for the exact date, Muharram 4, 1303.

880 Bedirhan & Cuni (trans.), Otobiyografya, p. 15. The sicill-i ahval entry merely mentions
that the appointment was postponed (“te’ehhiir olunmug”), see BOA, DH.SAID. 22.234.

81 Tiflis, Georgian National Archives, fonds 15.1.310 (1910).

82 See Dogan Giirpinar, Ottoman Imperial Diplomacy. A Political, Social and Cultural
History (London: I.B. Tauris, 2014), pp. 100-101.
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Ottoman government was to be expected and that neither Russia nor
Iran were in a position to grant him the right to settle anywhere near the
Ottoman border. His way further east being blocked, Abdiirrezzak Bey
eventually proceeded to Batumi. From there, he appears to have traveled
on to Kiev, where he was imprisoned for a short period of time, hoping
in vain for an audience with the czar. Somehow, he then managed to
reach Great Britain.®? British sources document that he was staying in
Brighton in January 1894. By the end of the month, he had reportedly
left the country again.®®* Meanwhile in Istanbul, Ottoman government
circles put pressure on his family members. His father Necib Paga
succumbed and was able to convince his son to return to the Ottoman
lands early in 1894.885

Upon his return to the Ottoman capital, Abdiirrezzak Bey was
interviewed by the secret police and then offered a position as assistant
to the master of ceremonies (tesrifat-1r hariciye mu‘avini) in January
1895,88¢ working under Miinir Pasa.®¥’ Abdiirrezzak Bey did not retain
particularly fond memories from this period of his career.®®® According

to his own account, he was later promoted to master of ceremonies

83 BOA, HR.SYS. 32.26, citing from an article in Gazette Voss, dated July 7, 1895. Janet
Klein surmised that Abdiirrezzak Bey, together with his uncle Halil Bey Bedirhan, had
secretly made a stop-over in the former homeland of the Bedirhani family during this trip
to Russia in 1894, to protest against the activities of the Hamidiye regiments there, Klein,
Margins of Empire, pp. 123-124.

884 FO 78/4607-1895, reports dated January 7, 1895 and January 28, 1895, respectively.
Abdiirrezzak Bey left out this adventurous episode in his account to the Russian consul in
1910.

85 Bedirhan & Cuni (trans.), Otobiyografya, p. 15.

86 BOA, DH.SAID. 22.234, also indicating that he received a monthly salary of 4.000 kurus.
This is the last appointment mentioned in the sicill-i ahval file.

87 This is Mahmud Miinir Paga (1844-1899), son of Necib Efendi, the kethiida of former
Minister of Finance Musa Safveti Paga. As teenager, Miinir Paga was sent to study in Paris
and embarked on a career in the foreign service upon his return. He was dispatched to the
Ottoman embassy in Paris and, in 1878, made tesrifatgr ‘umumi nazir, a position he held
until his death in 1899. See Govsa, Tiirk Meshurlar Ansiklopedisi, p. 131 for a short
biography and a picture.

888 Bedirhan & Cuni (trans.), Otobiyografya, p. 16: “Ilk olarak, beni éndeki divanin icinde
yer alan Miinir Paga’nin hizmetine verdiler. Bu igte ben sayisizca bela ile karsilagtim.”
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(tesrifatr) at the Yildiz Palace. The appointment, while attractive as such
and befitting his qualifications, was also keeping him inside the
Ottoman capital, under close surveillance of the sultan. It came thus
most probably as a disappointment to Abdiirrezzak Bey, who had hoped
to be sent to Europe as an Ottoman diplomat. His position allowed him,
however, to establish contacts with foreign diplomats dispatched to
Istanbul — an opportunity he made ample use of. He mentions having
been close to Ivan Zinoviev, the Russian ambassador to Istanbul
between 1897 and 1909.88% Another acquaintance from the Russian
embassy, former dragoman Andrej Mandelstam, brokered the contact to
Zinoviev’s successor Nikolai Charykov for Abdurrezzak Bey after his
return from exile in 1910.8%° Throughout the 1890s, Abdiirrezzak Bey
also established connections to members of the British embassy in
Istanbul. Former British vice-consul Telford Waugh retained fond
memories of Abdiirrezzak Bey, whom he described as an open-minded
and amusing dinner and bridge companion.®”! The British diplomat
Henry Woods, who was among the first to meet Abdiirrezzak Bey after

his return from exile in 1910, also mentioned him in his memoirs.8%2

Among Abdiirrezzak Bey’s Ottoman colleagues®”?

at the tesrifat- hariciye
were Mehmed Galib Pasa,??* who became Abdiirrezzak Bey’s superior

after the retirement of Minir Paga, Huseyin Hilmi Bey,895 Mehmed

889 Bedirhan & Cuni (trans.), Otobiyografya, p. 23.

80 Bedirhan & Cuni (trans.), Otobiyografya, p. 23.

81 Telford Waugh, Turkey. Yesterday, Today and Tomorrow (London: Chapman & Hall,
1930), pp. 96-97.

82 Henry F. Woods & Fahri Coker (trans.), Tiirkiye Anilari. Osmanh Bahriyesinde Kirk Yil
1869 — 1909 (Istanbul: Milliyet Yayinlari, 1976), pp. 312-315.

83 The formation changed over the years. The salname-yi hariciye of 1318 H (1900/1901)
offers a snapshot, indicating that Hilmi Bey and Abdiirrezzak Bey both served as assistants
(mu‘avin) under Mehmed Galib Paga at the time, see p. 223.

8% Mehmed Galib Paga made his entire career in the Foreign Ministry, advancing from
tesrifat- mu‘avini to tesrifat- ‘umumiye nazirt in 1899. His son Fu’ad Bey was also groomed
for a career in the Ottoman foreign service, see BOA, BEO. 1881.141055, 03 R 1320 H (July
9,1902).

85 He was tesrifat-1 hariciye mu‘avin-i sanisi during Abdiirrezzak Bey’s term in office, BOA,
HR.SAID. 3.11,26 Z 1311 H (July 1, 1894).
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Behcet Bey,?® Mehmed Fethi Bey,?” ibrahim Bey,®® Hasan Hayri
Bey,%? Omer Memduh Bey,’® Mustafa Nuri Bey and Thsan Bey. When
Abdiurrezzak Bey lost his position after the assassination of Ridvan Paga
in March 1906, his spot was filled by Hayreddin Bey.

When he was employed in Istanbul, Abdiirrezzak Bey lived in a mansion
in the wealthy neighborhood Sisli with his family.?°! Around the turn of
the century, he married Henriette Hornik, a dentist of Austrian-Jewish
descent.”®? Their daughter Leyla Bedirhan, who later became a famous
dancer, was born in July 1903.° Abdiirrezzak Bey’s younger brother
Bedirhan, his mother and his grandmother also lived in his household
in Sigli. Not long after the birth of his daughter, Abdiirrezzak Bey seems

to have divorced his wife.?%*

In 1906, Abdiirrezzak Bey’s career as an Ottoman official came to a
sudden end when he was found guilty of plotting the assassination of

Ridvan Paga. His initial death sentence was turned into a life sentence

8% Mehmed Behget was the son of Mehmed Rifat Bey, born in 1270 H (1853/54) in
Istanbul, BOA, DH.SAID. 45.301.

87 Mehmed Fethi was the son of Yusuf Ziya Efendi, born in Istanbul in 1258 H (1842/43),
BOA, DH.SAID. 4.216.

8% [brahim Bey was the son of Sa‘id Bey Yusuf Aga. He had two brothers: Hakk: Bey,
member of the istinaf mahkemesi in Istanbul, and Ra’if Bey, and at least one son. See
Mehmed Siireyya, Sicill-i Osmani, vol. 5, p. 1438.

89 Hasan Hayri was the son of Abdiirra’uf Efendi, born in Istanbul in 1278 H (1861/62),
BOA, DH.SAID.d 46.173.

%0 He began his career as an interpreter in the mabeyn and advanced in the ranks. In
Turkish Republican times, Omer Memduh Bey was dispatched to the Turkish consulate in
Danzig. BOA, HR.IM. 151.52, 1925.

91 See the memoirs of Cemil Filmer, whose family lived in a neighboring mansion at the
time, Klaus Kreiser & Patrick Bartsch (eds.), Tiirkische Kindheiten (Frankfurt a.M.:
Literaturca, 2012), pp. 58-83.

%2 The journalist Bernhard Szana, who claimed to have known Abdiirrezzak Bey
personally in Istanbul, relates that the couple met through Dr. Schwarz, an Austrian
medical doctor practicing in Pera, see Szana’ s article “Ein Neuer Kaiser.” In: Prager
Tagblatt, June 14, 1923.

%3 On Leyla Bedirhan’s trajectory, see chapter 7. Cetin, Kart-Kurt Sesleri, p. 170 mentions
that Abdiirrezzak Bey and Henriette had a second child, but I found no supporting
evidence of that.

%% See BOA, MV. 109.5, 09 M 1322 H (March 27, 1904).
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by the sultan. While he was held in solitary confinement in Yemen, his
house and possessions in Istanbul were looted and his family members
lived in agony. His grandmother and mother did not live to see his
return to Istanbul.?®> In his own account from 1910, Abdiirrezzak Bey
cast himself and his family as victims of a vague complot, dwelling on
the unlawful arrest and trial and on the unspeakable conditions of his
confinement. He claimed that during the proceedings, he and his family
members were threatened, witnesses were bribed and numerous
documents were forged.””® He did not comment on his involvement in
the assassination — which, judging from various external sources that
have been analyzed above, can hardly be doubted. Abdiirrezzak Bey held
Sultan Abdiilhamid II personally responsible for the misfortune and
injustice he and his family had to endure. In his account addressed to
the Russian diplomat Charykov in 1910, his frustration and
disappointment with the Ottoman state shine through: “However much
we surrendered to the Ottoman state, they approached us with
suspicion. We never had an opportunity to lead a life free of fear. We
were constantly facing injustice and suffered from unfair pressure (...)
They always saw us as strangers, me in particular ...,” he wrote with the
history of his family in mind.*”’ In a passage that is missing from the
Turkish translation of his autobiographical sketch, Abdiirrezzak Bey
drew up an analogy which is telling of his understanding of the
Bedirhani family’s relationship to the Ottoman state: He reasoned that if

parents harm their children, the children will run away from them. For a

95 Bedirhan & Cuni (trans.), Otobiyografya, pp. 16-17.

9% This becomes most obvious from the Russian version of his autobiographical sketch,
Tiflis, Georgian National Archives, fonds 15.1.310. (1910). Id like to thank Katrin Levina
for substantial help with the Russian text.

%7 Bedirhan & Cuni (trans.), Otobiyografya, p. 18: “... biz ne kadar Osmanli devletine
ayvallah ettiysek de bize karg: siiphe ile yaklagtilar. Biz hi¢ bir zaman korkusuz yagama
sansina kavugsamadik. Siirekli haksizlik gordiik ve insafsiz baskilar maruz kaldik. (...)
Onlar bizi hep yabana olarak saydilar, 6zellikle beni ...”
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similar reason, he continued, he felt the need to leave the Ottoman

Empire and turn to Russia.?®®

Unlike other suspects arrested or exiled in the context of the murder of
Ridvan Paga in 1906, Abdiirrezzak Bey was not pardoned after the
Constitutional Revolution of 1908. The Ottoman imperial council
(meclis-i mahsus) ruled that since he was serving time for murder rather
than for a political crime, the general amnesty of 1908 did not apply to
him.?® In September 1910, when he was finally released from prison
after four years of confinement, he found his home and career in
Istanbul in shambles and his old professional network of limited use
after the CUP had come to power. Adding to his frustration, many of the
Ottoman officials responsible for the trial and collective punishment of
his family were, even after the abdication of Sultan Abdiilhamid II, still
holding influential positions in the Ottoman administration.’’® In this
context, Abdiirrezzak Bey approached the Russian embassy with a plea
for asylum, expressing his wish to move to Yerevan and begin a life as a

merchant there.®1!

The time period between 1910 and Abdiirrezzak Bey’s next
correspondence with the Russian authorities dating from 1915 is less
well documented. It seems clear, however, that while he had pledged to
retire as a merchant to Yerevan, Abdiirrezzak Bey most probably never

intentioned to leave politics.”!? Disappointed with the Ottoman state, he

%8 Tiflis, Georgian National Archives. Fonds 15.1.310. (1910). The passage might have
been left out of the Turkish translation because the imagery at play — the Bedirhanis as
Ottoman-Kurdish children of an Ottoman fatherland — does not fit with the later Kurdish
nationalist discourse, which operates with the idea of a Kurdish fatherland instead.

%9 BOA, BEO. 3606.270450, 1327 B 10 H (July 28, 1909), ek 2.

910 This becomes particularly clear in the Russian version of his autobiographical sketch,
see Tiflis, Georgian National Archives, fonds 15.1.310. (1910).

11 Bedirhan & Cuni (trans.), Otobiyografya, p. 19.

912 1n his second account addressed to the Russian authorities in 1915, he referred to his
idea to settle as a merchant in Yerevan as a pretext (“bahane”), see Bedirhan & Cuni
(trans.), Otobiyografya, p. 25.
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was looking for a new imperial framework and sponsorship for his
attempts to regain control over the Kurdish areas of Ottoman Anatolia.
In the fall of 1910, Abdiirrezzak Bey arrived in Tiflis.”!? It quickly came
to the attention of the Ottoman central administration that he was
touring the Ottoman-Iranian borderlands, allegedly to instigate the local
Kurdish tribes into an uprising and provide them with weapons.’'* In
Tiflis, Abdiirrezzak Bey met with Russian military authorities.”!> After
some days of briefing, he was dispatched to the Ottoman-Iranian
borderlands to establish contact with Kurdish tribal leaders there.?!®
Russia was hoping to expand its influence in the area, as the Iranian
central government was weak and a vacuum of power prevailed in the
border region. Ottoman representatives were equally active in the area,
pursuing similar goals.’’’ In the Ottoman-Iranian borderlands,
Abdurrezzak Bey also met with Simko Aga, a Kurdish tribal leader to

whom he referred merely as his “aide” in his account.”'®

Abdurrezzak Bedirhan was not the only Ottoman-Kurdish activists
seeking support from imperial Russia at the time. Russia had been
trying to establish contact to Kurdish communities in the Ottoman
Empire since the 1850s and had increased its efforts following the
Ottoman-Russian war of 1877/78.°Y Important middlemen for the

Russians were Kurdish notables from the region around Kars in the

913 Bedirhan & Cuni (trans.), Otobiyografya, p. 25.

%1% BOA, MV. 152.78.01, the initial information was provided by Behcet Bey, an Ottoman
military and local official in the border region (hudiid- iraniye birinci kism komiser erkan-i
harbiye ka’imakama).

15 Bedirhan & Cuni (trans.), Otobiyografya, p. 24. His Russian interlocutors included
General Gryaznov, D. S. Koxanovskii, General A. S. Zelyonii and A. M. Kalyubakin.

%16 He mentions traveling among the Kurdish Milli and Mukri tribes in the area of Maku,
Khoy and Kotur, Bedirhan & Cuni (trans.), Otobiyografya, pp. 25-26.

17 Abdiirrezzak Bey recalls running into an Ottoman official in Khoy on such a mission,
who turned out to be a former friend and colleague of his from Istanbul, see Bedirhan &
Cuni (trans.), Otobiyografya, p. 25.

%18 Bedirhan & Cuni (trans.), Otobiyografya, p. 26, the word in the Turkish translation is
“yardimc1.”

19 For the following information on Russian-Kurdish relations, see MAE-Nantes, Syrie-
Liban, carton 1054, report from Beirut, dated October 2, 1924.
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Ottoman-Russian borderlands. Among them was a certain Ali
Semseddin, known by his Russianized name as Ali Egref Semseddinov,
who emerged as a collaborator of Abdiirrezzak Bey in the area. Other
leading Kurdish figures who had established close relations with Russia
were Seyyid Taha, a member of the family of sheikh Ubaidullah of Nehri
and the younger brother of sheikh Abdiilkadir,’*® and the already-
mentioned Simko Aga, leader of Kurdish Sikak tribe. By the late 19*
century, Russia was very present in the entire region: Diplomatic
missions were established in Tabriz, Van and Bitlis. The Russian
representatives there facilitated the contacts to the Kurdish communities
and also actively intervened in local politics: In 1912, the Russian
consulate in Bitlis granted protection and asylum to Seyyid Ali, the

leader of an unsuccessful local Kurdish uprising.

It was in this context that, from the fall of 1910 onwards, Abdiirrezzak
Bey was traveling in the Ottoman-Iranian borderlands, constantly on the
move between Van, Urmiye and Khoy to avoid being caught by the
Ottoman authorities, who were monitoring him closely. The Ottoman
Empire also put pressure on the Russians to surrender Abdiirrezzak Bey
to them, but to no avail. Both in Van and Urmiye, Abduirrezzak Bey was
in constant communication with the local Russian consuls.”?! His
mission was to promote the idea of an autonomous Kurdish region
under Russian rule, to be separated from the Ottoman Empire, among
the local Kurds. Meanwhile, Abdiirrezzak Bey remained invested in
Ottoman politics in Eastern Anatolia: He also actively worked against the
influence of the CUP in Eastern Anatolia, distributing the journal

Megrutiyet Dergisi, a publication critical of the CUP government and

20 On Seyyid Taha, see Martin van Bruinessen, “The Sadaté Nehri or Gilanizade of Central
Kurdistan.” In: Journal of the History of Sufism 1-2 (2000), pp. 79-91.

92 SP. Olferyev in Van and Golubinov in Urmiye, see Bedirhan & Cuni (trans.),
Otobiyografya, pp. 26-27.
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edited by Serif Pasa, among the local tribes.”?? At the time, Abdiirrezzak
Bey was involved with the activities of the Ottoman Liberal Opposition
Party (Hiirriyet ve Itilaf Firkas)). The party’s policy of decentralization
appealed to him. Abdiirrezzak Bey even attended a party congress in
Paris, staying in France for three months before he returned to Tiflis.??}
In the meantime, the pressure on him to return to the Ottoman Empire
was increasing: He related that when attempts to bribe him with the
offer of a prestigious post in the administration failed, the Ottoman

government sent assassins to Tiflis with the mission to kill him.”?*

During the entire time, Abdirrezzak Bey’s activities were closely
followed by local Ottoman officials in Eastern Anatolia. An Ottoman
report dating from May 1911 cautioned that Abdiirrezzak Bey was
instigating Kurdish tribes in the Ottoman-Iranian borderlands to revolt
against the Ottoman rule. The report proposed that Abdiirrezzak Bey’s
movements should be observed at all times.”?> His own account to the
Russian authorities in 1915 suggests that he was operating on his own,
making no mention at all of any other family members involved in his
activities in the Ottoman-Iranian borderlands. It becomes clear from the
Ottoman documentation, however, that he was in fact closely
coordinating his activities with some of his relatives: In April 1911, the
Ottoman vali in Bitlis Hakk: Pasa reported that Abdiirrezzak Bey and his
uncles Bedri Paga and Mikdat Midhat Bey Bedirhan had been sighted in

922 Bedirhan & Cuni (trans.), Otobiyografya, pp. 29-30. The monthly journal appeared in
French and was printed in Paris, under the title Le Constitutionnel — Mécheroutiette,
identified in the subtitle as Organe du Parti Radical Ottoman. As far as I can see, the
publication was entirely in French, and thus of questionable use to most people in the
borderlands between Russia and the Ottoman Empire. The journal, which began its
publication in 1909, was critical of the CUP’s interpretation of constitutional rule and
argued for decentralization and minority rights in general, addressing Kurdish, but also
Albanian, Macedonian, Laz and other issues. There were regular updates on the political
situation in the Kurdish areas, see e.g. “Dans le Kurdistan.” In: Le Constitutionnel —
Meécheroutiette, Nr. 8 (June 1910), p. 3.

98 Bedirhan & Cuni (trans.), Otobiyografya, p. 30.

92+ Bedirhan & Cuni (trans.), Otobiyografya, pp. 30-31.

2 BOA, MV. 152.78, 29 Ca 1329 H (May 29, 1911). The report was signed by Behget Bey.
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the region — the vali did not believe in coincidence.”?® Traveling in
Eastern Anatolia, Bedri Paga and Mikdat Midhat Bey Bedirhan were
reactivating their links and their family’s standing with the Kurdish
tribes of the area Bohtan. They allegedly carried a document with them
for which they collected the signatures of local tribal leaders. In the
document, it was stated that the land of the former Emirate of Bohtan
belonged to the Bedirhani family, was unlawfully taken from them and
needed to be returned.’?” In addition, the two Bedirhani brothers were
raising money among the local tribes and made efforts to rebuild the
ancestral seat of the family in the village of Dergiil near Cizre, which had
been destroyed after the family was exiled from the region.’”® Their
behavior indicates that not only Abdiirrezzak Bey found that times had
changed when he returned from prison in 1910 to find the CUP in
power. Other members of his family arrived at similar conclusions. With
their networks in disarray and their erstwhile supporters from the circles
around Sultan Abdiilhamid II largely ousted from power, they had to
reorient themselves, making use of new opportunities and tools at their
disposal. Aggressively reclaiming their possessions in their former
homeland with the help of some sort of local survey, but also the attempt
to win seats as parliamentary representatives of their homeland were
part of these new strategies. Based on the same realization that Ottoman
politics under the CUP government were a whole new ballgame, these
strategies were only gradually different from the course towards imperial

Russia Abdiirrezzak Bey had taken. In fact, Ottoman officials observing

926 BOA, DH.SYS. 24.2-1, dated April 14, 1911. The author of the document, Hakk: Pasa,
mistakenly referred to Bedri Paga and Mikdat Midhat Bey as Abdiirrezzak Bey’s brothers.
Also, the two strike me as an odd couple, since Mikdat Midhat Bey had sided with the
Young Turk opposition movement, while Bedri Paga had been an eager supporter of the
authoritarian regime of the sultan prior to 1908. It is possible that the Ottoman informant
got the names mixed up. If he was correct and Bedri Paga was indeed traveling together
with his brother Mikdat Midhat Bey, this might indicate that the newly emerging
opportunity structures under the CUP regime, notable the prospect of elections, was
promising enough to unite the previously estranged factions of the family.

97 BOA, DH.SYS. 24.2-1, ek 1, report from the vilayet Bitlis to the Ministry of the Interior,
dated May 1, 1911.

98 BOA, DH.SYS. 24.2-1, May 1911, ek 5.
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Abdiirrezzak Bey in 1911 were convinced that the ultimate goal of his
extended travels among the Kurdish tribes in the borderlands was to
secure the support of voters to win a seat in the upcoming Ottoman

parliamentary elections.%?

In September 1912, Abdiirrezzak Bey was joined by Seyyid Taha in
Tiflis. Together, they set out on a second tour among the Kurdish tribes
in the Ottoman-Iranian borderlands, heading towards Khoy. Some way
into their trip, they were joined by Simko Aga. During this journey,
Abdurrezzak Bey and Seyyid Taha were arrested by the Ottoman
authorities as they tried to enter the region of Semdinan, the homeland
of Seyyid Taha, from Iran. On the way to Van, however, the military
convoy accompanying the prisoners was attacked by Kurdish units. As a
result, Abdiirrezzak Bey and Seyyid Taha were freed and escaped to
Iran.”? For the following year, Abdiirrezzak Bey stayed in the
surroundings of Khoy, establishing close relations to the Russian
consulate there.?”?! In Khoy, he also founded a school for thirty Kurdish
children with the help of the Russian consul.”*? He was planning to
expand his activities, hoping to open more schools in the surroundings
of Kars, where Kurdish was to be taught on the basis of the Cyrillic
script.?®® Contacts into the Ottoman lands were facilitated through his
local middlemen: Abdiirrezzak Bey mobilized opposition to the Ottoman
government in Erzurum with the help of yiizbasi Hayreddin Barazi.”** In

Erzurum, an organization called Irsad was collecting money to finance

99 BOA, DH.SYS. 24.2-1, May 1911, ek 5.

90 MAE-Nantes, 166 PO/E, Constantinople, Ambassade de France a Constantinople,
“Situation Intérieur 1903-1913,” report dated October 25, 1912.

31 Bedirhan & Cuni (trans.), Otobiyografya, pp. 33-34.

32 Bedirhan & Cuni (trans.), Otobiyografya, p. 34.

933 Bedirhan & Cuni (trans.), Otobiyografya, p. 37.

9* Malmisanij [Mehmet Tayfun], Kiirt Talebe-Hévi Cemiyeti. Ilk Legal Kiirt Ogrenci Dernegi
(Istanbul: Avesta Yayinlari, 2002), pp. 42-43. It is likely that Hayreddin Barazi was a
member of the Barazi family from northern Syria, whose members continued to support
the activities of the Bedirhani family in the mandate period, see chapter 6.
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Abdiirrezzak Bey’s activities.”>® Abdiirrezzak Bey also traveled to St.
Petersburg, meeting with Russian officials there in an attempt to rally
support and resources for his activities among the Kurds.?*® According
to information gathered by French diplomats, Seyyid Taha and
Abdurrezzak Bey were honorably received by Czar Nicholas II, who
promised them money and a large number of rifles.”*” When a local
uprising broke out in Bitlis in 1914, Abdiirrezzak Bey was in Russia,
possibly still in St. Petersburg, and it emerges from his own account that
he was neither involved in the preparations nor close to the protagonists

of the uprising.”®

All the while, the Ottoman authorities were still trying to have
Abdiirrezzak Bey handed over to them. The vali of Van was involved in
the negotiations, attempting to convince Abdiirrezzak Bey to return to
the Ottoman lands voluntarily, and another plot to assassinate him was
also in the making.”*® European newspapers reported in October 1913
that Abdiirrezzak Bey had surrendered to the Ottoman authorities and
was allowed to return to the Ottoman Empire.940 This, however, was not
true. Fearing for his life, Abdiirrezzak Bey left the border town Khoy for
Tabriz with the help of Russian diplomats.’*! Even with some distance
between him and the Ottoman border, things became increasingly
difficult for him, as Russia had committed itself to reduce its troops and
personnel in Iran in a deal with Great Britain, and Ottoman influence in

the area was growing as a result.”*? Ultimately, Abdiirrezzak Bey

9% Malmisanij [Mehmet Tayfun], Kiirt Talebe-Hévi Cemiyeti, p. 44.

96 He remembers meeting officials from the Russian Foreign Office, among them
Persiyani, Klemm, Zinovyev and Orlov, along with Count Trubeskoy, Bedirhan & Cuni
(trans.), Otobiyografya, p. 36.

97 MAE-Nantes, Syrie-Liban, carton 1054, report from Beirut, dated October 2, 1924.

9% Bedirhan & Cuni (trans.), Otobiyografya, p. 37.

939 Bedirhan & Cuni (trans.), Otobiyografya, p. 40.

90 Wiener Zeitung, October 15, 1913, p. 6.

91 Bedirhan & Cuni (trans.), Otobiyografya, p. 41.

%2 Bedirhan & Cuni (trans.), Otobiyografya, p. 42.
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managed to return to Tiflis, shortly before the outbreak of the First
World War.

After the outbreak of the war, Kurdish troops led by Abdiirrezzak Bey,
Simko Aga and Ali Egref Semseddinov were fighting on the Russian
side.?*3 As the Russian army advanced into north-eastern Anatolia, more
and more local Kurdish tribes saw an advantage in choosing an
allegiance to Russia over adherence to the Ottoman Empire.”** Several
sources confirmed that in 1914, Abdiirrezzak Bey received a monthly
pension from the Russian government.”* At that time, one of his most
important interlocutors was the Russian consul in Khoy, who helped
him organize Kurdish resistance against the Ottoman government in
Anatolia and the Ottoman-Iranian borderlands.?*® In 1914, the CUP
representative in Urmia, a certain Necati Bey, was instructed to closely
monitor the activities of the Kurdish leaders in the Ottoman-Iranian
borderlands. He was also involved in planning the assassination of
leading figures who were supporting the Russians in the border area,
among them prominently Abdiirrezzak Bey and Simko Aga.**’ Russian
supporters of the Kurds in the border region, like the Russian consular
officials in Maku and Khoy, were also targets of the CUP’s
surveillance.”*® The CUP was not operating with empty threats:

Siileyman Bey Bedirhan, a son of Halid Bey Bedirhan and cousin of

93 These cooperations between local Kurdish tribes and the Russian army were not
unprecedented: During the Crimean War in the 1850s, Russia had already established
contacts to Kurdish tribal leaders and recruited Kurdish irregulars (militsiyas) in the
border region, see Badem, Ottoman Crimean War, p. 365.

9 MAE-Nantes, Syrie-Liban, carton 1054, report from Beirut, dated October 2, 1924.

9 FO 195/2458/808, .M Smith to Louis Mallet, report from Van, dated June 14, 1914. The
pension was said to amount to 30 £ a month, which was a considerable sum at the time.

94 Bedirhan & Cuni (trans.), Otobiyografya, p. 35.

%7 MAE-Nantes, 166 PO/E Constantinople, Ambassade de France a Constantinople,
Affaires Politiques: “Situation Intérieur, troubles dans I'Empire: Kurdistan (Diyarbekir,
Van, Bitlis, Mossoul),” report from the French vice-consulat in Van to the French Embassy
in Istanbul, dated July 15, 1914.

9% MAE-Nantes, 166 PO/E, Constantinople, Ambassade de France a Constantinople,
Affaires Politiques: “Situation Intérieur, troubles dans I'Empire: Kurdistan (Diyarbekir,
Van, Bitlis, Mossoul),” report dated July 7, 1914.
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Abdurrezzak Bey’s, had earlier been killed on the orders of the CUP
government.”* At the time, turning against any of the centralizing
empires, be it the Ottoman, Iranian or the Russian state, was dangerous
business, as is illustrated by the Iranian government’s (failed) attempt to
kill Abdiirrezzak Bey’s collaborator Simko Aga by sending him a
bomb.”® In addition, the CUP-sponsored local periodical Caldiran
broadcasted government propaganda against the Russian-Kurdish
cooperations and published slanderous articles containing personal
attacks against Abdiirrezzak Bey and others. Appealing to their
conservative Anatolian audience, the paper chiefly depicted them as
enemies of religion.””! In view of this campaign and very real threats to
his life, Abdiirrezzak Bedirhan went into hiding in Iran in the summer
of 1914,%2 together with Simko Aga and Seyyid Taha. In Iran, he was
actively seeking to establish contacts with local Kurdish communities,
notably the Haydaranh tribe under Mehmed Sadik Aga. When the First
World War broke out, Abdiirrezzak Bey and his uncle Kamil Bey
Bedirhan were in Tiflis, in close contact with Russian military officials.
Abdiirrezzak Bey then spent the first six months of the war in the
Iranian city of Maku, as a guest of the Russian consul Olferiev. There, he
established contact with the Russian general Nikolayev.”>® Nikolayev

provided him with arms and money, expecting him to lead local Kurdish

99 MAE-Nantes, 166 PO/E, Constantinople, Ambassade de France a Constantinople,
Affaires Politiques: “Situation Intérieur, troubles dans I'Empire: Kurdistan (Diyarbekir,
Van, Bitlis, Mossoul),” report dated July 7, 1914.

90 FO 251/93, report “Kurdish personalities,” dated June 1919. Simko Aga himself
survived the attack, but several of his followers standing by when the bomb exploded were
killed. Incidents like this one accounted for Abdiirrezzak Bey’s distrust towards the state,
showing him plainly that he and his followers were not safe and had good reason to fear
for their lives, even far away from Istanbul or Tehran.

%1 MAE-Nantes, 166 PO/E, Constantinople, Ambassade de France a Constantinople,
Affaires Politiques: “Situation Intérieur, troubles dans I'Empire: Kurdistan (Diyarbekir,
Van, Bitlis, Mossoul),” report dated June 11, 1914.

%2 MAE-Nantes, 166 PO/E, Constantinople, Ambassade de France a Constantinople,
Affaires Politiques: “Situation Intérieur, troubles dans I'Empire: Kurdistan (Diyarbekir,
Van, Bitlis, Mossoul),” report dated June 11, 1914.

3 Bedirhan & Cuni (trans.), Otobiyografya, p. 43. Nikolayev was the commander of the
Russian troops occupying Van in 1915, see Tiirkyillmaz, Rethinking Genocide, p. 300.
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tribal fighters into battle on the Russian side. In the fall of 1914,
Abdiurrezzak Bey toured among the Haydaranl and Milli tribes in the
borderlands and was, according to his own account, able to gather
around three hundred armed followers. In the Ottoman-Iranian
borderlands, his fighters were persecuted both by the regular Ottoman
army and irregular Kurdish troops which had formerly been organized
in the Hamidiye regiments and were now reactivated by the CUP
government.”* In November 1914, it was reported that Abdiirrezzak Bey
and his followers had crossed the Ottoman border near Maku to help the
Russian advance there. They were, however, staved off by the Ottoman

army.”>?

Abdurrezzak Bey’s mission was not an easy one: Among his key
responsibilities during the war was not only to gather Kurdish irregulars
among the different local tribes, but also to mediate between enemies in
order to forge a larger Kurdish coalition.?®® He was, on several occasions,
provided with money to be distributed among local Kurdish notables and
leaders to assure their loyalty towards Russia.””” In 1915, Abdiirrezzak
Bey authored a manifesto to this effect, explaining the advantages of
fighting on the Russian side and distributing it among the Kurds of
Eastern Anatolia.”>® His attempts to win over the Kurdish notables met
with mixed success: The writer Naci Kutlay spoke personally to the
Kurdish poet and contemporary witness Cigerxwin,”®® who remembered
talking to several Kurdish tribal leaders in exile in the 1920s in Syria.
Cigerxwin’s interlocutors had personally witnessed the chaotic

developments in Eastern Anatolia during the First World War.

9* Bedirhan & Cuni (trans.), Otobiyografya, p. 44.

95 Znaimer Tagblatt, “Vom tiirkischen Kriegsschauplatz,” November 18, 1914, p. 2.

96 The Haydaranl and Milli tribes, for example, were fighting against each other at the
time, see Bedirhan & Cuni (trans.), Otobiyografya, p. 54.

%7 Bedirhan & Cuni (trans.), Otobiyografya, p. 58.

8 Bedirhan & Cuni (trans.), Otobiyografya, p. 68.

%9 They met in Sweden, where Cigerxwin spent the final years of his life in exile, see
Kutlay, Osmanli’dan Giiniimiize Kiirtler, pp. 84-87.
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Cigerxwin recalled that Kor Hiiseyin Paga, leader of the Haydaranli tribe,
along with Cemilé Ceto from Garzan and Sasonlu Ali Yunus, mentioned
letters of encouragement and requests for cooperation they had received
from Abdiirrezzak and Kamil Bey Bedirhan. In the service of the
Russian Empire, which had just invaded parts of Eastern Anatolia,
Abdurrezzak and Kamil Bey were trying to convince the tribal leaders to
prevent the local population from fleeing the area in scores. According to
Cigerxwin’s recollections, the Kurdish tribal leaders were not too willing
to comply with these requests: Kor Hiiseyin Paga allegedly sent a furious
reply to Kamil Bey Bedirhan, making it clear that as the latter was in
league with the Russian infidels, he could hardly be considered a
legitimate heir of the Bedirhani family.”®® This heated exchange
illustrates the difficulties the Bedirhanis — who were eager to revive the
family’s former influence in Eastern Anatolia, be it with Russian help or
on the Ottoman imperial ticket — encountered in communicating their
political goals and claims to leadership to a local community in which
religious identity still marked the by far most important fault line. In
addition, religious concerns and rhetoric were also used by local leaders
like K6r Hiiseyin Paga, who, over the decades following the departure of
the Bedirhani family from the area, had come to fill the vacuum of
power there, to defend their own claims to power. While Koér Hiiseyin
Paga was skeptical, another prominent Kurdish leader of the region,
sheikh Sa‘id, who was in contact with Abdiirrezzak Bey in 1915, showed
himself more open to his message. Abdiirrezzak Bey hoped that the
sheikh would intervene on his behalf with the leaders of the former
Kurdish Hamidiye regiments, convincing them to stop fighting on the
Ottoman side. Sheikh Sa‘id argued that it was admissible to seek the
support of non-Muslims in the fight against the oppression from the

Ottoman authorities, but he did not convince many of his followers.”®!

%0 The conversation is cited by Kutlay, Osmanli’dan Giiniimiize Kiirtler, p. 86.
%1 See Hasan Hisyar Serdi, Goriis ve Anilarim (1907-1985) (Istanbul: Med Yayinlari, 1994),
pp. 132-135.
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In addition to a lack of support from among the Kurdish tribes,
Abdiirrezzak Bey faced several other problems: First, he needed to
communicate to his followers why they were fighting fellow Kurdish
tribesmen (the Hamidiye), and at the same time prevent them from
fighting or plundering the possessions of local Armenian and Yezidi
communities.”®? The government-sponsored newspaper Caldiran, which
was published in Van and distributed among the Kurds of Eastern
Anatolia, tried to exploit the ensuing contradictions and thereby weaken
Abdurrezzak Bey’s position, depicting him as an opportunist in league
with the infidels.?®3 Second, weather conditions in the mountains of the
Ottoman-Iranian borderlands became increasingly harsh as the winter of
1914/15 approached, with snow blocking the roads in the more elevated
areas.’®* Abdiirrezzak Bey eventually had to retreat to the plain of Julfa
with his followers. Third, the relationship with the Russian military was
not always smooth: It was only with great difficulty that Abdiirrezzak
Bey was able to allocate sufficient provisions for his followers, his
Russian supporters being slow and sometimes reluctant to cover his
expenses.%5 Communications with the Russian soldiers were difficult,
and misunderstandings frequent.”®® On top of all that, Abdiirrezzak
Bey’s Kurdish irregulars became the target of friendly fire, with some of
his close followers being killed in the attack.’®’ This incident strained
relations between Russian soldiers and Kurdish irregulars even further.
Contributing to the at times ambivalent relations with the Russian

generals was that Russian policies for the future of Anatolia were made

%2 In 1915, for instance, two hundred Kurdish irregulars subordinate to Abdiirrezzak Bey,
accompanied by a number of Russian cossacks, clashed with Yezidi led by Cihangir Aga in
the area of Saray, see Yektan Tiirkyilmaz, Rethinking Genocide: Violence and Victimhood in
Eastern Anatolia, 1913-1915 Diss., Duke University, 2011, pp. 305-306.

%3 Bedirhan & Cuni (trans.), Otobiyografya, p. 40.

%+ Bedirhan & Cuni (trans.), Otobiyografya, p. 51.

%5 Bedirhan & Cuni (trans.), Otobiyografya, p. 56.

%6 Bedirhan & Cuni (trans.), Otobiyografya, p. 50. It appears from this account that
Abdiirrezzak Bey himself was not able to write his reports in Russian, using French
instead, which was in turn not sufficiently understood by all of his Russian counterparts.
%7 Bedirhan & Cuni (trans.), Otobiyografya, pp. 52-53.
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up on the fly, shifting according to newly arising demands and
challenges. One of these challenges was to somehow reconcile Kurdish
and Armenian claims on the area. There is evidence that Armenian
representatives actively lobbied with the Russian military command to
keep the Kurds out of the region instead of encouraging their return and

resettlement.?%®

In the spring of 1915, Abdiirrezzak Bey resumed his activities among
the Kurdish tribes in the borderlands. Support and provisions from the
Russian military, however, were still not forthcoming on a regular basis,
ultimately forcing Abduirrezzak Bey to dissolve the units of irregulars he
had formed. He set out by himself, joining General Nikolayev in Beyazid
(today Dogubeyazit at the Turkish-Iranian border).’®® Plans were made
by the Russian army command to send Abdiirrezzak Bey to Bohtan to
gather more Kurdish irregulars there and attack the Ottoman army.
Concrete financial or material support, however, was not provided, and
Abdiirrezzak Bey saw no opportunity to realize this plan.”’® In the
following months, he continued to tour the Ottoman-Iranian
borderlands, but without a clear mission or any support’’! In
September of the same year, he made a final effort and gathered around
seven hundred Kurdish irregulars under his command in the
surroundings of Maku. However, the Russian military again failed him,
providing only insufficient numbers of rifles and ammunition and
thereby diminishing the standing and prestige Abdiirrezzak Bey enjoyed

among the tribes.%’?

His tribal followers were asking to be released from
their duties to return to the mountains, and General Nikolayev made it

known to Abdiirrezzak Bey that he saw no further use for his services

8 Tiirkyilmaz, Rethinking Genocide, pp. 318-323.
%9 Bedirhan & Cuni (trans.), Otobiyografya, p. 56.
970 Bedirhan & Cuni (trans.), Otobiyografya, p. 57.
%71 Bedirhan & Cuni (trans.), Otobiyografya, p. 62.
%72 Bedirhan & Cuni (trans.), Otobiyografya, p. 63.
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and that he was thus free to go.””?

His autobiographical account — which
was chiefly written to justify his actions between 1914 and 1915 to his
Russian sponsors — ends here, and Abdiirrezzak Bey mentioned plans
he had to depart for the Emirate of Bohtan with a few loyal followers.%”*

It is unclear whether he did in fact do that.

What is known is that Abdiirrezzak Bey returned to the scene once
more: When Russian troops briefly occupied Eastern Anatolia in the
summer of 1917, Abdiirrezzak and Kamil Bey were appointed as

975 The Russian Revolution

governors of Bitlis and Erzurum, respectively.
of 1917 and the ensuing demise of the Czarist empire did not constitute
a turning point for Abdiirrezzak Bey’s policies: The new Bolshevik
government continued the well-tried imperial policy towards the Kurds
and began, based on existing networks into the Kurdish communities in
Anatolia and Iran and with the help of middlemen like Abdiirrezzak
Bey, to promote the foundation of a Kurdish Soviet Republic. The
success of this vision, however, remained limited.”’® In the power
vacuum after the war, following the withdrawal of Ottoman and Russian
troops from the north-eastern Anatolian border region, local Kurdish
tribal leaders like Simko Aga were able to temporarily accumulate
considerable power and local influence.?’” By the early 1920s, Simko Aga
controlled a wide area in the Turkish-Iranian borderlands and the plain
of Urmiye. In 1922, Simko Aga was ousted from there by the Iranian
army and fled to Iraq, where he was assassinated in 1929. Contacts
between Simko Afa and the Bedirhani family continued in post-imperial

times: Prior to his assassination, Simko Aga had been in regular contact

973 Bedirhan & Cuni (trans.), Otobiyografya, p. 71.

7% Bedirhan & Cuni (trans.), Otobiyografya, p. 71.

%75 David McDowall, A Modern History of the Kurds, 3*¢ edition (London: I.B. Tauris, 2007
[1996]), p. 112, footnote Nr. 38, and Michael Reynolds, “Abdiirrezzak Bedirhan. Ottoman
Kurd and Russophile in the Twilight of Empire.” In: Kritika 12.2 (2011), p. 442

76 MAE-Nantes, Syrie-Liban, carton 1054, report dated Beirut, October 2, 1924.

%77 Martin van Bruinessen, “Shakak” in EI2, vol. IX, pp. 245-246.
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with the Kurdish nationalist movement in the French mandate

territories led by Kamuran and Celadet Bedirhan.”’8

Towards the end of the war, Abdiirrezzak Bey’s tracks are getting lost:
Several sources claim that he died in 1918.%7° Henry Woods, a British
diplomat and acquaintance of Abdiirrezzak Bey, claimed that a personal
enemy, the vali of Mosul, had arranged the assassination of Abdiirrezzak
Bey in the chaotic last months of the war.”® Woods did not mention the
vali by name. Between September 1917 and the British occupation of
Mosul in October 1918, Memduh Sermed Bey Ispanak¢izade (1876-
1924)! was appointed as vali of Mosul. He would have had ample
opportunity to cultivate a dislike for Abdiirrezzak Bey, as he was familiar
with the latter’s activities from his previous appointment as vali in Bitlis
from September 1915 to March 1916. Memduh Sermed Bey was
originally from Erzurum and had served in the local Ottoman
administration in Anatolia and the Balkans over the course of his career.
He was not popular with the government of Damad Ferid Paga, who had

him arrested and imprisoned upon his return from Iraq to Istanbul.”®?

4.5.1. The Bitlis Uprising of 1914

Early in 1914, two separate uprisings erupted simultaneously, one in the
area of Barzan in the vilayet of Mosul and the other in Bitlis. Both
uprisings were said to enjoy Russian support. The uprising in Barzan
was led by Abdiilselam Barzani, while a certain Molla Salim and other

local sheikhs of Hizan were at the head of the Bitlis uprising.”®* Through

978 Martin van Bruinessen, “Shakak” in EI2, vol. IX, pp. 245-246.

979 Celilé Celil in his preface to Bedirhan & Cuni (trans.), Otobiyografya, p. 6, and Chris
Kutschera, Le Mouvement National Kurde (Paris: Flammarion, 1979), p. 21.

%80 Woods, Tiirkiye Anilari, p. 315.

%81 Kuneralp, Osmanl erkdn ve ricali, p. 107.

%82 Ali Cankaya, Yeni Miilkiye Tarihi ve Miilkiyeliler, vol. 3, p. 818.

%8 McDowall, History of the Kurds, p. 101.
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networks of Sufi orders, the small town of Hizan was well connected
both to the Emirate of Bohtan, the homeland of the Bedirhani family,
and to the religious opposition to the CUP government in Istanbul.
None of the contemporary accounts, however, mentioned any
involvement of members of the Bedirhani family in these uprisings. As
the following discussion will show in greater detail, the uprising in Bitlis
can be characterized as a local affair, driven chiefly by the interests of
local religious leaders who wanted to maintain their influence and were
firmly opposed to any meddling of the central government in the region.
Their cause was helped by the fact that the local population equally
resented the increased presence of the government, which made itself
felt through standardized taxation and military recruitment.
Abdiirrezzak Bey had little to nothing to do with the uprising in Bitlis,*®>

% much less was he

he was not even in the area when it took place,98
involved in the planning. Later accounts rooted in Kurdish nationalist
historiography, however, claim a prominent involvement of
Abdiirrezzak Bedirhan, thus taking the Bitlis uprising out of its original
context and appropriating it for a 20™-century historical narrative of
Kurdish nationalist struggle, which supposedly had its roots in late

Ottoman times already.?®’

The district of Hizan lay to the east of Bitlis, close to the border with the
neighboring vilayet of Van. Religious authorities in Hizan and adjacent
districts were highly suspicious of the new political course and measures

towards centralization taken by the CUP government in Istanbul. They

%8 McDowall, History of the Kurds, p. 101.

%8 There are reports that Abdiirrezzak Bey had visited the area during his tours among the
Kurds of Anatolia. In December 1911, he met with the sheikhs of Hizan near Bitlis. His
visit was followed with great suspicion by the central government, as the surroundings of
Bitlis were known to be particularly troublesome, see McDowall, History of the Kurds, p. 99.

%86 Abdiirrezzak Bey was reportedly on Iranian territory when the uprising in Bitlis took
place, FO 195/2458/808, Ian M. Smith to Louis Mallet, report dated Van, April 16, 1914.

%7 For example, Naci Kutlay, Osmanli’dan Giiniimiize Kiirtler. Kiirdoloji Notlari (Ankara:
Dipnot Yayinlari, 2014), pp. 79-83.
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feared for their regional influence and mobilized local support around
the demand that the sharia law should be properly restored.’®® Religious
leaders unhappy with the current centralization politics of the
government could further count on the support of Kurdish tribal leaders:
Throughout the eastern parts of the empire, some of them had lost
much of their former influence and privileges under the rule of the
CUP, as the Hamidiye regiments were reorganized. Many units were

9

disbanded in the process®®® and efforts were made to return property

which had been seized by Kurdish tribal leaders to their former

owners.???

It was in this context that violence broke out in Bitlis in 1914: In March,
a batch of rifles destined for sheikh Sa‘'id Ali of Hizan was seized by
Ottoman government troops. A skirmish erupted between Kurdish
fighters and Ottoman gendarmes, resulting in a number of casualties on
both sides.?! The situation quickly escalated from there: In mid-March
1914, a religious scholar close to sheikh Sa‘id Ali was arrested by the
Ottoman authorities in the surroundings of Bitlis. A large band of armed
local Kurds gathered and freed the captive before he could be

imprisoned in Bitlis. As the local government forces were in no position

%88 FO 195/2458/808, report from Ian M. Smith to Louis Mallet, “Unrest amongst Kurds in
Bitlis vilayet,” dated Van, April 4, 1914.

%8 Tt is most accurate to speak not of a complete withdrawal, but of a redistribution of local
power, the fault lines of which split the Kurdish communities in Anatolia: To counter the
growing Russian influence in the eastern borderlands of the empire, some of the
Hamidiye regiments were reconstituted under a new name, as a “Tribal Light Cavalry,”
McDowall, History of the Kurds, p. 99.

9% The circumstances of the opposition of the Kurdish sheikh Sa‘id Ali in the
surroundings of Van sheds further light on the motivations local Kurdish leaders had to
mobilize their followers: Sheikh Sa‘id Ali resorted to armed resistance against the Ottoman
govern-ment in 1911, after the vali of Van Bekir Sami Bey had begun to sort out conflicting
local claims to landownership. Sheikh Sa‘id Ali, who had illegally occupied land originally
owned by Armenians, was fiercely opposed to these investigations and became a sworn
personal enemy of the vali. See FO 195/2458/808, .M. Smith to Louis Mallet, report dated
Van, July 11, 1914. The same sheikh Sa‘id Ali was one of the leaders of the uprising in
Bitlis in 1914.

%1 FO 195/2458/808, report from Ian M. Smith to Louis Mallet, dated Van, March 22,
1914.

324



to retaliate, the perpetrators were not caught or punished. As a result,
the prestige of sheikh Sa‘id Ali of Hizan, the host of the liberated
scholar, increased considerably. Several thousand armed Kurdish
fighters marched towards Bitlis and set up camp in the outskirts of the
city. In a show of force, they intended to enter the city and present their
demands®? to the local administration, causing panic among the

population of Bitlis.?*

At this point, the vali of Bitlis was recalled?** and replaced with the
former district governor (mutasarrif) of Siirt, Mustafa Abdulhalik Bey
[Renda].®®> The Kurdish fighters, who outnumbered the Ottoman troops
present in the city by far, lingered in the close vicinity of Bitlis, causing
the Ottoman authorities to call in additional military support from Musg
and Van.?® Arms were also distributed on the orders of the new vali to
form an irregular militia from among the city population.””’ The
American missionary Harrison A. Maynard was an eye-witness to the
events in Bitlis. He informed the British embassy that on April 2, 1914,
several hundred Kurds had entered the city: “These Kurds were only

farmers, poorly dressed with poor guns and few of them,” Maynard

92 They were opposed to the CUP government on religious grounds, suspected the CUP
leadership of atheism and strongly resented politics of religious equality, pressing for a
return to sharia law.

93 FO 195/2458/808, report from Ian M. Smith to Louis Mallet, “Unrest amongst Kurds in
Bitlis vilayet,” dated Van, April 4, 1914.

%* This was Mazhar Bey, who enjoyed good relations to local Kurdish leaders and was
therefore no longer trusted by the authorities, see Tiirkyillmaz, Rethinking Genocide, p. 75.
95 FO 195/2458/808, report from Ian M. Smith to Louis Mallet, “Unrest amongst Kurds in
Bitlis vilayet,” dated Van, April 4, 1914.

9% FO 195/2458/808, P.W. Bullard to Louis Mallet, “Disorder among the Kurds in Bitlis,”
report dated Erzurum, March 25, 1914, quoting information from a letter which was sent
to the British representative in Erzurum by the American missionary Harrison A. Maynard
from Bitlis.

%7 FO 195/2458/808, telegram from P.W. Bullard to the British Embassy in Istanbul, dated
Erzurum, April 4, 1914. Most of the locals who now defended the Ottoman government
were Armenians, a fact that was widely commented upon and taken as evidence of
Armenian patriotism and loyalty to the Ottoman Empire at the time, see Tiirkyilmaz,
Rethinking Genocide, pp. 75-77 for a review of the contemporary international, Armenian
and Ottoman press.
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continues. They did not have much experience in fighting or shooting,
and some of them were only armed with swords. According to Maynard,
they were instigated by religious propaganda from their sheikhs. Grace
H. Knapp, another member of the American Christian mission in Bitlis,
described the events in April 1914 in a similar way, also recalling the
religious undertones of the uprising: “In the spring of 1914 they [the
Kurds, BH] marched into the city, a harlequin mob in their gay native
costumes, and armed chiefly with short swords, scimitars and knives.
Chanting weirdly, they took up a position on Sherif Bey’s Hill in full
view of the government buildings and within direct range of fire from
the barracks. They did not fear the enemy’s bullets, for these would be
warded off by the magic power of their religious leaders, the sheikhs.”?®
The attacking motley crew of Kurds was no match for the government
troops in Bitlis, which were equipped with machine guns.”®® The Kurds
were rounded up and sought refuge in the Armenian Surp Kevork
church, where they barricaded themselves until the evening. Their
leaders, aware of the imminent failure of the uprising, sought refuge
with the foreign consulates. Harrison Maynard, acting as representative
of the local British vice-consulate, turned them down.'°® One of the
leaders of the uprising, Molla Selim, eventually found asylum in the

local Russian consulate with three of his followers.

After three days of skirmishes, the Kurdish fighters scattered and
fled.1991 The Kurdish offensive had started out strong, but their leaders

98 Grace H. Knapp, The Tragedy of Bitlis (New York et al.: Fleming H. Revell Company,
1919), p. 12.

9 Knapp, Tragedy of Bitlis, p. 12.

1000 Op these events, see two letters from Harrison A. Maynard to the British consulate in
Erzurum, dated Bitlis, April 3, 1914 and April 30, 1914, respectively. Excerpts in FO
195/2458/808, Mohannan to the British Embassy in Istanbul, annex to a report titled
“Kurdish disorder in Bitlis vilayet,” dated Erzurum, May 6, 1914. In neither of his
otherwise very detailed and informed letters does Harrison A. Maynard mention any
involvement of members or followers of the Bedirhani family.

101 EQ 195/2458/808, report from Ian M. Smith to Louis Mallet, “Unrest amongst Kurds
in Bitlis vilayet,” dated Van, April 4, 1914.
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fled as support from the local urban population in Bitlis was not
forthcoming during the brief occupation and Ottoman military
reinforcement were sent to Bitlis to end the uprising.!%? Already on
April 4, the uprising in Bitlis was suppressed. By the end of April,
numerous alleged participants were arrested and, according to
information provided by Harrison Maynard, severely beaten to extract
their confessions.!%9® Over the summer of 1914, eighteen local Kurds
were executed as a consequence of their alleged involvement in the
uprising.!®* Among them were three highly venerated religious sheikhs.
Their deaths caused much additional outrage among their followers.!%
Over the following months, local officials were recalled from Bitlis and
the district (kaza) of Hizan, and a great number of individuals allegedly
involved in the uprising were imprisoned or exiled from the region.!%%
Ottoman government troops persecuted the fleeing Kurdish fighters into
their villages. Most of the Kurds, however, managed to escape into the
mountains with their families and cattle.1%’ The tombs of sheikh Sa‘id
Ali and the other sheikhs executed during the uprising quickly became

sites of veneration and pilgrimage for the local population.!®®

Immediately after the defeat of the uprising in Bitlis, there were fears
that the revolt was foreshadowing a much larger Kurdish revolt.!?® In

spite of repeated reassurances and condemnations of the uprising by

1002 McDowall, History of the Kurds, p. 101.

1003 Tetter from Harrison A. Maynard, dated Bitlis, April 30, 1914, in FO 195/2458/808,
Mohannan to the British Embassy in Istanbul, report titled “Kurdish disorder in Bitlis
vilayet,” dated Erzurum, May 6, 1914.

1004 FQ 195/2458/808, .M Smith to Louis Mallet, report dated Van, June 14, 1914.

1005 £ 195/2458/808, FO 195/2458/808, Mohannan to Louis Mallet, “Kurdish Movement:
Russian Support,” report dated Erzurum, June 20, 1914.

1006 £ 195/2458/808, “Kurdish question: Proceedings against those responsible for recent
rising in Bitlis district; gov. action against Bedr Khan family,” report dated Istanbul,
September 4, 1914.

107 FQ 195/2458/808, Ian M. Smith to Louis Mallet, report dated Van, April 16, 1914.

1008 £ 195/2458/808, “Kurdish question: Proceedings against those responsible for recent
rising in Bitlis district; gov. action against Bedr Khan family,” report dated Istanbul,
September 4, 1914. A flame reportedly appeared at night on the tomb of sheikh Sa‘id Ali.
1009 FQ 195/2458/808, Ian M. Smith to Louis Mallet, report dated Van, April 16, 1914.
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numerous prominent Kurdish notables and community leaders,'%1

these apprehensions led to severe preemptive measures taken by the
government against the Kurds more generally in 1914 — these punitive
measures, in turn, also affected members of the Bedirhani family. In
British diplomatic reports, it was assumed that members of the
Bedirhani family had not played a decisive role in the uprising in Bitlis
in the spring of 1914.1°'! British diplomatic observers suspected,
however, that the Ottoman authorities would seize the opportunity to
also proceed against the Bedirhani family in the aftermath of the
uprising: Siileyman Bedirhan had been shot by government gendarmes
when he was allegedly on his way to join Hasan Bedirhan in Cizre.
Government officials asserted later that the shooting happened by
mistake.'1? Kamil Bedirhan was, around the same time, arrested by the
Ottoman authorities in Siirt.19?® He was escorted to Istanbul via
Diyarbekir in May 1914.10* Towards the end of July 1914, rumors were
circulating that Abdiirrezzak Bedirhan had been killed in Tabriz. This
turned out not to be true.l°’® Hasan Bedirhan, who feared for his
personal safety, was convinced that none of these events happened by
mistake or coincidence, but that the CUP government’s goal was to

target and eliminate all members of the Bedirhani family. According to

1010 Abdiirrezzak Bey’s fellow combatant Seyyid Taha, sheikh Abdiilkadir and others
publicy condemned the uprising, see Tiirkyilmaz, Rethinking Genocide: Violence and
Victimhood in Eastern Anatolia, 1913-1915 Diss., Duke University, 2011, p. 77.

1011 1an M. Smith, the British vice-consul in Van, arrived at the scene in Bitlis shortly after
the defeat of the uprising on April 11, 1914. He reported that “[t]here is no reason to
believe that Abd-ur Rezak of the Bedr-Khan family is in any way responsible for or
connected with this rising.” See FO 195/2458/808, Ian M. Smith to Louis Mallet, report
dated Van, April 16, 1914.

1012 £0 195/2458/808, “Kurdish question: Proceedings against those responsible for recent
rising in Bitlis district; gov. action against Bedr Khan family,” report dated Istanbul,
September 4, 1914.

1013 FO 195/2458/808, “Kurdish question: Proceedings against those responsible for recent
rising in Bitlis district; gov. action against Bedr Khan family,” report dated Istanbul,
September 4, 1914.

1014 FO 195/2458/808, report by Col. Hurst to Louis Mallet, dated Diyarbekir, June 15,
1914.

1015 FO 195/2458/808, British vice-consul in Van Lt. Smith to Louis Mallet, report dated
July 31, 1914.
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his account, his nephew Siileyman Bey had been attacked in his sleep,
beaten and then shot by government gendarmes, who publicly

threatened to proceed similarly with all the remaining Bedirhanis.'%1

As a result of the violent suppression of the uprising in Bitlis,
Abdiirrezzak Bey’s influence among the Kurdish community in Eastern
Anatolia decreased, as local Kurds were no longer much inclined to fight
the government, for fear of repercussions.!®” While the eye-witness
accounts from Bitlis cited above do not mention any involvement of
Abdiurrezzak Bedirhan in the events in Bitlis, Caldiran, the government-
sponsored newspaper in Van, emphasized the role of Abdiirrezzak Bey
and the ongoing threat his activities allegedly posited to general security
in Eastern Anatolia. Reportedly, Abdiirrezzak Bey was distributing arms
and propaganda leaflets among the local population.''® According to the
same sources, he had allegedly also proclaimed himself as “Sah of
Kurdistan” already in 1911.1°¥ Other politically active members of the
Bedirhani family were affected by the repressive politics of the Ottoman
government in the aftermath of the Bitlis uprising as well: During and
after the uprising, Hasan Bedirhan was biding his time in the family’s
homeland. In Cizre, he was universally accepted as the “most influential
of the Kurdish chiefs,” wielding “unquestioned authority over the tribes
of the Jeziré and Bohtan regions.”’??° In the aftermath of the Bitlis
uprising, Hasan Bey kept a low profile, even though the local tribes
were, according to him, anxious to rise against the central government.
However, he had difficulties in providing them with arms and
ammunition. Also, he feared for his personal safety, knowing that an

Ottoman battalion had recently been dispatched to Cizre. Earlier, the

1016 FQ 195/2458/808, Col. Hurst to Louis Mallet, report dated Diyarbekir, June 15, 1914.
107 FQ 195/2458/808, I.M. Smith to Louis Mallet, report dated Van, June 14, 1914.

1018 O 195/2458/808, I.M. Smith to Louis Mallet, report dated Van, June 14, 1914,
containing the English translation of an article which appeared in Caldiran in May 1914.
1019 MAE-Nantes, 166 PO/E, Constantinople, Ambassade de France a Constantinople,
“Situation Intérieur 1903-1913,” report dated January 2, 1912.

1020 FQ 195/2458/808, Col. Hurst to Louis Mallet, report dated Diyarbekir, May 14, 1914.
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Ottoman authorities had offered Hasan Bey a post in the administration
in exchange for his cooperation. He was interested in a deal and had
asked to be appointed as district governor (mutasarrif) of either Siirt or
Mardin, but was denied both requests.!%?! In a personal encounter with
the British vice-consul of Diyarbekir, Col. Hurst, Hasan Bedirhan
summarized the demands of the Kurdish rebels as follows: Taking their
cue from developments in the Arab provinces of the empire, they asked
for officials of Kurdish origins to be appointed to the Kurdish provinces
and for a local reinvestment of the tax money collected in the Kurdish

areas.!022

Much like Hasan Bedirhan in Cizre, other local Kurdish leaders were
apprehensive and careful after the severe punishments meted out by the
government on those involved in the uprising in Bitlis. Kurdish tribal
chiefs in the neighboring vilayet of Van were eager to profess their
loyalty to the Ottoman government and sent elaborate letters to the local
administration to that effect. The leader of the Haydaranli tribe, Kor
Hiiseyin Paga considered it best to disappear out of reach of the
Ottoman authorities for a while, going on a tour in the remote areas of

his tribal lands close to the Iranian border.1923

4.5.2. Conclusions to Be Drawn from the Trajectory of Abdiirrezzak

Bey

Later historians, both with Kurdish and Turkish backgrounds, have
attempted to streamline Abdiirrezzak Bey’s trajectory to make it fit with
their accounts of nationalist historiography. On the Kurdish side, the

historian Celilé Celil evaluated Abdiirrezzak Bey’s activities against the

1021 FQ 195/2458/808, Col. Hurst to Louis Mallet, report dated Diyarbekir, May 14, 1914.
1022 FQ 195/2458/808, Col. Hurst to Louis Mallet, report dated Diyarbekir, May 14, 1914.
1023 FQ 195/2458/808, Ian M. Smith to Louis Mallet, report dated Van, May 16, 1914.
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backdrop of the Kurdish nationalist movement of the 20™ century,
arguing that Abdiirrezzak Bey was a pioneer and forerunner of these
developments when the time was unfortunately not yet ripe for the
Kurds to unite behind him.!%?* His Turkish counterpart, the biographer
and amateur historian Mahmut Cetin suggested that Abdiirrezzak Bey
co-ordinated the activities of all his relatives, masterminding an large-
scale uprising in Eastern Anatolia, while other family members worked
towards the same goal of Kurdish autonomy with journal articles or the
foundation of political clubs in Istanbul.!®?® Both perspectives are
equally ahistorical and misleading, as they presuppose uncomplicated,
monolithic and unchanging ideas about individual and collective
identities and assume that contemporary categories of Kurdish identity
and concerns about the Kurdish political trajectory were valid for
Abdiurrezzak Bey. There are hints that the reality on the ground in the
early 20" century was far more complex. The alliance with imperial
Russia divided the extended Bedirhani family: On the one hand,
Abdiirrezzak Bey was not the only member of the family who threw in
his lot with Russia. He was joined in his efforts by Kamil, Siileyman Bey
and others, who tend to be written out of later historiographies.!?2® On
the other hand, however, a number members of the Bedirhani family in
Istanbul publicly denounced any connection to Abdiirrezzak Bey in
December 1914, stating that with his cooperation with Russia, he
brought shame to the entire family.!%?” In spite of these public
reassurances, the Ottoman state authorities did not put much trust in

the Bedirhani family’s loyalty, as is indicated by the ban of Mehmed

1024 See Celilé Celil in the preface to Bedirhan & Cuni (trans.), Otobiyografya, p. 6.

1025 Cetin, Kart-kurt sesleri, p. 167.

1026 Rutschera, Mouvement National Kurde, p. 20.

1027 Osterreichische Volkszeitung, December 3, 1914, p. 3: “Konstantinopel, 1. Dezember. Die
hier ansissigen Mitglieder der alten kurdischen Fiirstenfamilie der Bederkhani haben
durch Erklirungen in den tiirkischen Zeitungen ihren gegenwirtig fiir Russland auf dem
Kriegsschauplatze titigen Verwandten Abdurrezak Bei Bederkhan, der unter dem
fritheren Sultan hier die Stellung eines Zeremonienmeisters bekleidete, o6ffentlich
abgeleugnet und ihn als Schmach fiir ihre Familie bezeichnet.”
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Salih Bey, who was eager to fight for the Ottoman army, from the front

in the Caucasus discussed at the beginning of this chapter.

5. The Sons of Emin Ali Bey: Siireyya, Kamuran and Celadet
Bedirhan

This chapter zooms in on one particular branch of the Bedirhani family,
that is on Emin Ali Bey Bedirhan and his children.'?® As a number of
Emin Ali Bey's descendants grew up to become prominent figures in the
Kurdish independence movement over the course of the 20% century,
their situation is particularly well-documented. While all children of
Emin Ali Bey grew up in the same upper class household in late
Ottoman Istanbul, their trajectories following the collapse of the
Ottoman Empire varied considerably: Some of them found their footing
in the newly established Turkish Republic, adopted Turkish surnames
after 19351929 and integrated into Turkish society, seizing political and
economic opportunities there. Others chose to leave Istanbul and set out
on a life in exile, dedicated to the fight for Kurdish independence. This
chapter traces the trajectories of Emin Ali Bey's children and asks about
differences, but also about common potentials and opportunity
structures which underlie their respective biographies. Individual
decisions to stay or leave, to assimilate or resist, are analyzed as
informed by differing evaluations of past and present and by diverging
expectations about the future. These decisions can be read as statements

about identity and belonging.

1028 Emin Ali Bey had six sons and one daughter. Not all of them, however, took to political
activism, as the following section will show in detail. I chose the expression “Bedirhani
brothers” to refer to the trio of Siireyya, Celadet and Kamuran Bedirhan, the most
prominent among Emin Ali Bey’s children who are remembered as protagonists of the
Kurdish nationalist movement today.

1029 The correspondent law, the soyadi kanunu (kanun nr. 2525) was passed in parliament
in June 1934 and came into effect in 1935.
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I look at the brothers Siireyya, Kamuran and Celadet Bedirhan as post-
Ottoman intellectuals.!®® This choice of analytical framework is guided
by historiographical as well as methodological concerns: In terms of
historiography, the trajectories of the three Bedirhani brothers are most
fruitfully read in conjunction with the biographies of other, also non-
Kurdish intellectuals from the former Ottoman lands who were active
over the same period of transition. It is particularly important to look for
commonalities, moments of overlap and interactions across assumed
ethnic and national boundaries, as these elements tend to get edited out
in later nationalist historiography.'®*! Looking at the Bedirhani brothers
as members of a generation of post-Ottoman — rather than exclusively
Kurdish — intellectuals, it becomes clear that the three brothers belonged
to a network of journalists, students and activists whose members
shared references and discourses as well as outlooks for their future and,
even in post-imperial times, remained in constant interactions with each
other. Strategies and concerns of this generation of post-Ottoman
intellectuals which were identified by Leyla Dakhli in her work on Arab
intellectuals show numerous parallels to the situation of the Bedirhani
brothers: Much like their Arabic-speaking contemporaries, Siireyya,
Celadet and Kamuran Bedirhan created roles for themselves as
journalists, interpreters and guides of their respective nations in the
making.!93? They cast themselves as teachers of the uneducated masses
of their people, or peuple-enfant.'%3* They were also faced with challenges
mirroring those of their Arab counterparts: While the sons of Emin Ali
Bedirhan were fluent in Ottoman Turkish as well as in several European

languages and moved in cosmopolitan circles with ease, it was their own

1030 T eyla Dakhli, Une génération d'intellectuels arabes. Syrie et Liban (1908-1940) (Paris: Ed.
Karthala, 2009), pp. 7-8.

1031 This isolated perspective is not only prevalent in the case of Ottoman-Kurdish
intellectual history but concerns the study of Arab intellectuals, as it has been undertaken
by Leyla Dakhli and others, as well.

1052 Dakhli, Génération d'intellectuels, p. 8.

1033 Dakhli, Génération d'intellectuels, pp. 64-67.
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cultural, historical and linguistic heritage that they were, bit by bit,

discovering — or inventing!%3 1035

— as they moved along.
Giving preference to the concept of post-Ottoman intellectuals as a
framework of analysis for the activities of the Bedirhani brothers also
addresses a second, methodological concern: Leyla Dakhli describes her
attempt to follow the trajectories of the generation of intellectuals she
identifies as the sons of the Arabic nahda from 1908 into the 1940s as
“une histoire par en bas des gens d’en haut.”!%® This perspective
mirrors my own concern with mentalities and cultural horizons, an
approach which is given preference here over a history “from above”
which focuses on events and ideas. Key questions about strategies
individuals made use of to navigate the transition period and to create
their own linguistic and political identities, about the outreach and
legitimation of their appeals and narratives need to be asked with
reference to Ottoman-Kurdish intellectuals as well.}%*” To begin with, the
example of the Bedirhani brothers demonstrates that social and political
spaces as well as networks in Syria and Lebanon in Ottoman and post-
imperial times were not exclusively an arena of Arabic-speaking activists,
but inhabited by Ottoman-Kurdish intellectuals (and others) as well. It
therefore suggests itself to look at these actors in conjunction: Until the
end of the First World War, the intellectuals of the generation of 1908

created and drew on a shared Ottoman identity.!%*® Tt was only in the

1034 Eric Hobsbawm & Terence Ranger (eds.), The Invention of Tradition (Cambridge
University Press, 1983).

1035 Dakhli, Génération d'intellectuels, p. 10.

1036 Dakhli, Génération d'intellectuels, p. 11.

1957 Drawing on Dakhli, Génération d'intellectuels, pp. 10-11 for inspiration.

1038 This has been extensively argued on the basis of different case studies from late
Ottoman history, see e.g. Michelle U. Campos, Ottoman Brothers: Muslims, Christians, and
Jews in Early Twentieth-Century Palestine (Stanford, Cal.: Stanford Univ. Press, 2011); Julia
Phillips Cohen, “Between Civic and Islamic Ottomanism: Jewish Imperial Citizenship in
the Hamidian Era.” In: IJMES 44 (2012), pp. 237-255, and Abigail Jacobson, From Empire
to Empire. Jerusalem Between Ottoman and British Rule (Syracuse Univ. Press, 2011), in
particular pp. 13-18, all on the Ottoman-Jewish case.
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context of the suffering and struggle for independence beginning, in the
Kurdish case, during and after the Turkish War of Independence (